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This report gives a synthesis overview of the activities and achievements of the 
URBAL Development project. It is directed at professionals who are involved in 
regional planning and spatial management. Here follows a general introduction 
and some equally general conclusions are presented for policy makers.  A more 
systematic overview of the URBAL project and the main conclusions are given in 
chapter 9 of this report.
European cooperation on urban – rural partnerships
URBAL as name means URBan + rurAL.  The motto of URBAL Development is 
“let’s bring urban and rural together”. So the goal of the project is to build bridges 
between urban and rural interests.    
URBAL is an INTERREG project, which entails that its main goal is European regional 
cooperation. Several regions work together on projects of common interests and 
learn from each other about practical experiences and about strategies of territorial 
policy. 
URBAL is allied with the European spatial policy direction of urban – rural 
partnerships. Here, important issues include the promotion of partnerships between 
towns and countryside aiming at strengthening functional regions, integrating the 
countryside surrounding big cities and maintaining public services in small towns.
Most of these issues are becoming increasingly important for policy-makers. This 
creates new challenges for regional planning and spatial management. 
The URBAL Development project
Reaching a balance in URBAL space is the central issue of the URBAL Development 
project. Different interpretations of ‘managing URBAL space’ are explored within the 
project: 
• an urban fringe as transition zone of town and countryside focusing on spatial 
challenges of urban development;
• a region with a mix of urban and rural areas focusing on challenges of spatial 
functions and qualities. 
Under URBAL a large number of regional projects have been carried out by six 
partners from as many different countries around the North Sea. The project began 
in 2004 and was concluded with a final conference in March 2007.
General introduction and policy summary
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Some general achievements
The central question of URBAL Development is “how to manage URBAL space?” Some 
key points of the various regional projects are:
• The work has to be implemented through broad networks of urban and rural 
actors: governments, private organisations and enterprises. It is effective to have 
partners in the network with formal power and an innovation budget.    
• Regional cooperation under INTERREG is not about big money. The relatively small 
URBAL budgets have been important for experiments with new methods and 
concepts with a broader scope than the regular routines. Partners succeeded by 
expanding the project scope.
•  It is effective to have roots in the regional communities and to really know the 
area with its physical, social and cultural specialities. 
Many of the regional URBAL projects were practical demonstrations of new practices 
in regional planning and local development. They produced new instruments of 
spatial planning such as quality systems and monitoring tools. They introduced 
new services of social policy, for example a volunteer centre for health care. They 
came up with new tools of economic policy such as commercial and cultural events 
to promote local food products. And they formed new networks of cooperation 
including a platform of landscape management. 
But also very important was the reflection on the practical actions and the mutual 
learning from each other’s experiences. 
   
A ‘vision’ is often considered to be a soft instrument. Nevertheless shared visions 
transpire to be powerful instruments if they are combined with communication 
strategies. They are the binding power in URBAL networks to keep parties together. 
They are also a communicative power to generate the commitment of other actors 
within the regional communities
Last but not least, the project produced awareness about bringing urban and rural 
together. This awareness is called: “thinking as an Urbalist”. This can be described as 
a state of mind based on the double focus principle. 
• Double focus on the urban and on the rural interests.
• Double focus on the parts and the whole.
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• Double focus on the quality of places from peoples view and on the efficiency of 
the spatial system.
• Double focus on practical action in the short term and on a shared vision in the 
long run.
INTERREG has offered a learning environment in which to experience the double 
focus approach.   
This report
In addition to the regional projects, research was an important aspect of the URBAL 
Development project. This research focused on the assessment and analysis of the 
various regional projects. This report presents conclusions about issues such as the 
lessons learned from the process, the effectiveness of the activities, the organisation 
of the regional projects, and the added value of transnational cooperation.
The first chapter of this report consists of a brief introduction to the URBAL 
Development project. The following chapter discusses some of the main aspects of 
the discussion about the interrelationships between urban and rural areas in Europe. 
This chapter is followed by an introduction of the six URBAL regions. The body of this 
report is formed by four chapters on the main themes of the URBAL Development 
project. The mottos provide a brief description of the moving spirit of these themes: 
towards shared visions, towards spatial balance, living close to the quality of life 
and towards a balanced economy. The report ends with two concluding chapters. 
Chapter eight draws cross-thematic conclusions on spatial development and urban-
rural partnerships. The final chapter presents an overview of the entire URBAL project 
and some general conclusions. 
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The concept of URBAL
For most member states of the European Union, the 
prevailing trend is to view urban and rural areas 
as separate entities; an approach that has led to 
uneven development, a mismatch between needs and 
opportunities, and has, in many cases, encouraged 
competition for land. As cities and larger towns are 
seen as centres of prosperity and investment, realising 
their economic potential has often become the focus 
of local and national policy. Rural areas, on the other 
hand, are seen to have their own priorities and agendas 
such as the economic decline of agriculture and the 
claims of rural dwellers on the rural landscape.  The 
country side is generally assumed to be incompatible 
with achieving economic success. URBAL Development 
argues that this way of thinking is simplistic, and 
essentially distorted. In reality the interrelationship 
between urban and rural areas is complex and multi-
dimensional. Many localities are characterised by a 
mix of urban and rural interests and qualities.. In other 
words, they are ‘URBAL’ regions.
The fundamental aim of URBAL is to achieve a more 
balanced development of rural and urban areas. In 
this way, the partner organisations hope to correct the 
prevailing fragmented approach to regional planning. 
They believe that a more integrated approach can 
help to address the growing imbalances in economic, 
ecological and social dynamics and opportunities. 
URBAL increases the awareness and understanding of 
decision makers, so that contemporary social, economic 
and demographic shifts are not permitted to undermine 
urban-rural integration. As a part of this process, 
URBAL aims to create win-win situations for both 
urban and rural areas and to develop strategies for 
implementation throughout the North Sea Region.
URBAL and INTERREG 
The URBAL project is an INTERREG funded project. 
INTERREG is a Community Initiative with various 
strands, to promote cooperation between regions in 
the policy field of territorial or spatial development. 
One of these concerns transnational cooperation 
between partners from various countries. This 
INTERREG strand came into being together with the 
European Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP). This 
policy document, published in 1999, was one of the 
first European policy documents signalling the growing 
interrelationships between urban and rural areas as 
a key issue for spatial planning and policy making. In 
the new 2007-2013 programme period for INTERREG, 
spatial or territorial cooperation is continued as one of 
the three main objectives of the EU Structural Funds.
For the purpose of transnational cooperation Europe 
is divided into nine areas. One of these areas is called 
the North Sea Region (see map). Partners from various 
parts of the North Sea Region cooperate in the URBAL 
project. All the partner regions are characterised by 
a moderate population density and a dominance of 
small and medium sized cities, with the exception of 
the Hamburg region. Taken as a network of regions 
the URBAL project presents a balanced sample of the 
various types of URBAL issues and relationships to be 
found in the North Sea Region.
The URBAL partners
In the URBAL project the following six partners work 
together.
• Belgium, Regional Landscape Meetjesland, a 
governmental organisation in the Province of East-
Flanders, focusing on landscape quality (www.rlm.be)
• Germany, TuTech Innovation, a non-profit enterprise 
based in Hamburg (www.tutech.de) which 
develops transfers for innovation and technology 
in cooperation with the Technical University of 
Hamburg. Within URBAL TuTech cooperates with the 
City of Hamburg (www.hamburg.de/metropolregion) 
and the regional project Urstromtal Elbe – from 
Dömitz to Hamburg (www.urstromtalelbe.de).
1. Introducing the URBAL project
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• Netherlands, Province of Overijssel, a province or 
regional government in the east of the Netherlands, 
coordinates the implementation of economic, 
ecological, social and spatial policies. In URBAL 
Overijssel works together with urban municipalities, 
several medium-sized towns and non-governmental 
organisations. The province of Overijssel is URBAL’s 
lead partner (www.prv-overijssel.nl).
• Norway, Knutepunkt Sørlandet, an inter-municipal 
cooperation between the city of Kristiansand and 
the six surrounding municipalities Birkenes, Iveland, 
Lillesand, Songdalen, Søgne and Vennesla (www.
Sørlandet.com).
• Sweden, Municipality of Härryda, a member of the 
Göteborg Regional Association of Local Authorities 
which is a cooperative organisation uniting thirteen 
municipalities in western Sweden (www.harryda.se). 
• United Kingdom, North Yorkshire County Council, 
(www.northyorks.gov.uk), is local / regional 
government of England’s largest county and focuses 
within URBAL on the economic policy of rural regions 
and market towns.  .
The three priorities of the URBAL project
The central aim of the URBAL project is to promote 
the better management of the URBAL area in order to 
reduce territorial imbalances through the development 
of a better understanding and practice of the 
management of URBAL space. The overall aim is based 
on three problems that were identified by the URBAL 
partners as common priorities:
1. Imbalanced opportunities and imbalanced dynamics 
within functional areas: there is often an imbalance in 
territorial dynamics leading to a mismatch between 
needs and opportunities. These imbalances   
      
are principally caused by demographic, social or 
economic changes.
2. Fragmented governance: one of the strongest 
constraints on the development of balanced 
territorial policies is fragmentation of management 
and administration arrangements, often compounded 
by poor cooperation between authorities and 
organisations.
3. Competition for land between areas and between 
land users impedes the efficient use of the URBAL 
space.
The four objectives of the URBAL project
The URBAL Development project has four main 
objectives:
1. To develop practical actions leading to a balanced 
development. One of the key tasks of local 
government is the provision of public services. The 
growing integration between urban and rural areas 
together with changes on the demand as well as 
on the supply side of these services have important 
repercussions in terms of parity of access to public 
services.
2. To better understand the spatial implications of 
sectoral policies. The ever closer integration of urban 
and rural areas is an issue that has been set on the 
policy agenda from the perspective of territorial 
governance. An integrated approach is, however, 
dependent on cooperation between various policy 
sectors.
3. To develop understanding of how to manage URBAL 
space in identified policy fields. The added value of 
an integrated approach becomes visible and tangible 
when policy approaches are developed and applied, 
ranging from plan-making to (small) concrete 
investments.
4. To raise awareness amongst local decision-makers 
of how to manage the URBAL space. Since the ever 
closer integration between urban and rural areas is 
not yet accepted by all stakeholders it is crucial that 
the added value of an integrated approach becomes 
accepted.
The four themes of the URBAL project
In practice the URBAL project is about the 
implementation of activities in the field of spatial 
development that contribute to the central aim: 
improving the territorial management of URBAL space. 
These activities require cooperation between urban and 
rural areas. The six partners cooperating in the URBAL 
project face common problems, as explained above. 
Learning from each other is a valuable tool for the 
improvement of territorial management. The common 
problems demand a transnational approach. This 
means that activities will be implemented jointly. The 
URBAL partners have chosen to focus their activities on 
four themes, carried out as so-called work packages:
8 Management of URBAL space
1. Developing spatial strategies and new forms of 
cooperation. This theme is concerned with the 
organisation of policy processes and how to involve 
the different actors (including the residents), as 
a means to tackle the problem of fragmented 
governance. This entails cooperative planning 
between regional and local authorities and various 
organisations; public, semi-public as well as private.
2. Implementing quality of space and sustainable 
accessibility. The objective of this second URBAL 
theme is to prevent an unplanned and unattractive 
expansion of cities and towns and urban sprawl. 
The aim is to reach a balance between the desirable 
qualities and the issue of economic vitality. Part 
of this balance is to improve accessibility in a 
sustainable way, involving the encouragement of the 
use of public transport and environmentally friendly 
modes of transport. While the first theme is focussed 
on the making of plans and strategies this second 
theme aims to implement concrete activities.
3. Developing social and cooperative strategies. The 
third URBAL theme explores how relationships 
between urban and rural areas can be exploited to 
meet the needs of residents and encourage efficient 
and effective social service delivery across the URBAL 
area. Most especially, the imbalance in health care 
provision will be tackled through developing and 
implementing alternative services and alternative 
ways of organising and managing the spatial effects 
of social service delivery. 
4. Developing economic and marketing strategies. 
This fourth URBAL theme explores the problems of 
imbalance in spatial development between urban 
and rural areas. Key issue is the inequality in various 
URBAL spaces in terms of jobs and wealth. The main 
problem is the downgrading of economic viability in 
the countryside and in small towns. The overall aim 
is to develop strategies to stimulate new economic 
activities. The theme concentrates on two economic 
sectors: new regional products – principally related 
to agriculture – and tourism, mainly active recreation 
such as walking and cycling.
All four URBAL themes are addressed through the 
execution of projects. These projects are presented 
in the next table and described and analysed in the 
chapters three to six. 
 Developing 
spatial 
strategies and 
new forms of 
cooperation 
Implementing 
quality of space and 
sustainable 
accessibility 
Developing 
social and 
cooperative 
strategies 
Developing 
economic and 
marketing 
strategies 
Belgium Landscape 
Development 
Plan 
Cultural Heritage in 
Meetjesland 
 Tourist Routes 
in Meetjesland 
Germany Demographic 
Change 
Hamburg  
Elbestrom   
The 
Netherlands 
Expressive 
Enschede 
 
‘We are Twente’ 
URBAL Estates 
Deventer 
 
Northern Park Almelo 
 
Hellendoorn 
 
Hengelo/Oldenzaal 
Carint chain-
management 
 
Youth Care 
Farms 
 
Care Farm 
Coordination 
 
Hof van Twente 
Taste the 
Countryside 
 
Ommen 
 
Hellendoorn 
Norway Coordinated 
Public Services 
via ICT 
Cohesive Housing 
 
Sustainable Transport 
 Tourist Routes 
in Knutepunkt 
Sørlandet 
Sweden Increasing Local 
Democracy 
 New Rural 
Services 
 
United 
Kingdom 
   Market Towns 
North Yorkshire 
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2.1 The EU policy agenda 
The European Spatial Development Perspective and 
INTERREG
The URBAL Development project addresses the 
relationships between urban and rural areas. The 
concept of ‘URBAL’ even suggests that the traditional 
distinction between urban areas on one hand and rural 
areas on the other hand has lost its validity in various 
parts of Europe.
Over the past years we have seen a growing awareness 
in policy-making, supported by research, that urban and 
rural areas are becoming integrated. In policy terms, 
the European Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP) 
has been instrumental in focusing attention on urban-
rural relationships and urban-rural partnership at the 
European, national, regional and local levels. The ESDP 
contains three main objectives or ‘policy guidelines’, 
the first of which explicitly relates to what is described 
as urban-rural partnerships. The background of this is 
formed by the recognition that in large parts of Europe 
the vitality of rural areas is under threat. Areas with 
a high population density face other problems: for 
instance urban sprawl, and ecological degradation. 
According to the ESDP new partnerships need to 
be forged. The ESDP identifies a number of policy 
directions (or ‘options’) specific to such urban-rural 
partnerships. These include:
• maintenance of a basic supply of services and public 
transport in small and medium-sized towns in rural 
areas, particularly those in decline
• promotion of partnerships between towns and 
countryside aiming at strengthening functional 
regions
• integrating the countryside surrounding large cities 
in spatial development strategies for urban regions, 
aiming at more efficient planning of land-use, paying 
special attention to the quality of life in the urban 
surroundings
• promotion and support of partnership-based 
cooperation between small and medium-sized towns 
at a national and transnational level through joint 
projects and the mutual exchange of experience
• promotion of company networks between small 
and medium-sized enterprises in the towns and 
countryside
Nearly all these policy options are taken up in the 
URBAL Development project. For instance the first 
policy option is addressed under the URBAL theme 
of developing social and cooperative strategies. 
Strengthening functional urban areas is taken up under 
the theme of sustainable accessibility focusing on 
commuting. The policy option of spatial development 
strategies aiming for efficient land-use is approached 
through the URBAL project focusing on quality of space. 
The two final ESDP policy options mentioned here 
are addressed through URBAL projects focusing on 
economic strategies and marketing. 
INTERREG and URBAL
For every transnational INTERREG area an operational 
programme has been prepared. Such a programme 
contains various measures to make the priorities of 
the programme more concrete. An important measure 
in the 2000-2006 programme is 1.3, described as 
‘Development and implementation of new rural-urban 
and inter-rural relationships, including maritime areas’. 
It is this particular measure which forms the context for 
the URBAL Development project. 
During the 2000-2006 programme period several other 
INTERREG projects within the North Sea Region also 
address urban-rural issues. The TownNet project (www.
town-net.nl) aims to strengthen networks between 
towns focusing on such issues as (public) transport 
and the development of green-blue belts. The NS Rural 
project (www.northsearural.org) aims to stimulate the 
development of rural areas by focusing on such issues 
such as social and health services, transport services 
and economic development. The PURE project (www.
purenorthsea.com) aims to develop the various spatial 
functions of water catchment areas in the urban-rural 
fringe. 
Also worth mentioning is the Sustainable Open 
Spaces project or SOS (www.sos-project.org), in the 
INTERREG Transnational region of North-West Europe. 
SOS intends to further develop the concept of ‘open 
space’ and to consider ways in which the importance of 
landscape identity can be developed. 
The network PURPLE states that the quality of life 
in cities is very much determined by the quality of 
open space. Urbanised and rural areas are closely 
interwoven. (www.purple-eu.org) 
All these projects focus on various dimensions of the 
interchange between urban and rural areas. For this 
reason linkages have been developed between most 
of these projects and the URBAL project. The URBAL 
Development project differs from these projects 
because of its broad and varied goals. 
2. Urban – rural relations: European policy discussions and research 
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2.2. European research agenda 
The various dimensions of urban-rural relationships
The ESDP has led to various research programmes 
supported by INTERREG. The ESPON programme has 
been running since 2002 (see: www.espon.eu). Part of 
this programme focuses on rural-urban partnerships. 
This issue was also the main focus of the EU Study 
Programme on European Spatial Planning (SPESP) 
carried out in the period 1998-2000. The SPESP final 
report (www.nordregio.se/spespn/welcome.htm) 
distinguishes between urban-rural relationships and 
urban-rural partnerships. Relationships relate to 
functional linkages between urban and rural areas, 
whilst partnerships address the policy side of these 
relationships. Various types of urban-rural relationships 
are identified in the SPESP report. The table below 
summarises some of the key aspects of each of these 
types
Rural-urban relationships can be understood in more 
than one way, by looking at either flows or at structural 
elements. So-called physical flows between urban 
and rural areas are related to housing, employment, 
education, transport, tourism and resources. These 
flows illustrate that urban and rural areas are 
economically, politically, socially and physically 
interdependent.
It is also important to stress here that links between 
urban and rural areas are not just physical. There are 
also economic links, involving monetary flows between 
urban and rural areas, as well as information flows. If 
a region has many criss-cross linkages or relations it is 
often called a functional (urban) area.
Whether flows between urban and rural areas are of 
a physical or more of a virtual character, they are by 
nature dynamic. They can quickly change over time.
Urban-rural relationships can also be of the structural 
kind forming a part of the physical environment. The 
Type Keywords/key issues 
Home-work relationships Employment, accessibility, housing, commuting, labour markets 
Central place relationships Local amenities, education, training, commerce, health, cultural 
facilities 
Network relationships Corridors, conurbations, polycentricity 
Consumption relationships Recreation, leisure, food production, waste disposal 
Amenity relationships Landscape, open space 
Infrastructure relationships Roads, railways, telecommunication, pipelines 
Resource relationships Energy, water, aggregates 
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ESPON programme distinguishes structural properties 
such as land-use patterns, settlement structure and the 
distribution of population. 
ESPON and URBAL
Traditionally, spatial planning approaches focus on 
the structural properties of urban-rural relationships, 
especially on land-use patterns. In many European 
countries urban containment is a key spatial policy 
objective. What recent and current research such as 
ESPON illustrates is that urban and rural relationships 
form a multifaceted issue. The URBAL Development 
project therefore follows a broad approach. In order 
to make the project workable a cross section of urban-
rural relationships has been chosen as the target of 
the project. The first two themes focus chiefly on the 
structural properties of urban-rural relationships, 
adding to these the issues of sustainable accessibility. 
The other two themes focus in particular on some of 
the flows: recreation, tourism, health care and other 
social provisions and agricultural production in relation 
to the position of towns. 
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3.1 Comparison of territorial structure 
On the next pages we have provided some maps and 
tables with facts and figures to give a short introduction 
to the regions cooperating in URBAL or rather: the 
URBAL spaces. We have also made a map with the six 
regions together on the same scale to give an overview 
in one picture. It gives an impression of the diversity of 
spatial challenges within the URBAL project.
In the URBAL project basically two types of spaces can 
be distinguished:
• Functional urban areas or spaces with one 
dominating city and a related rural space: Hamburg 
Metropolitan area, Göteborg (not a URBAL partner) 
+ municipality Härryda and Kristiansand + related 
municipalities in Sørlandet.
• Regions with URBAL character: North Yorkshire, 
Overijssel and Meetjesland are regions with a mixture 
of small and medium-sized cities and rural and semi-
rural areas.
Inside functional urban areas big differences can be 
seen in the size of the central cities and the population 
density. The number of inhabitants of the cities of 
Hamburg : Göteborg : Kristiansand are compared as 
22 : 7 : 1. The population density in Härryda with more 
than 100 inh/km2 is more urban than the density of the 
whole of Kristiansand with around 50.
Also the regions with URBAL character are very 
different. The surface of North Yorkshire : Overijssel : 
Meetjesland are compared as 10 : 5 : 1. The population 
density in North Yorkshire with around 75 inh/km2 
is much more rural than in Overijssel (300 km2) and 
Meetjesland (250 inh/km2). Overijssel is a very diverse 
region with a network of medium sized cities (around 
100.000) in Twente and more rural areas in the central 
area.
 
The Hamburg Region is a good example of a 
metropolitan area with more than 4 million inhabitants, 
dominated by a very large city (1.7 million inhabitants). 
Although North Yorkshire has no cities of this size, by 
expanding the view to nearby regions the situation 
becomes different though. Also North Yorkshire 
has near its borders a metropolitan region (Leeds 
City Region) with more than 1,5 million inhabitants. 
Meetjesland lies in the sphere of influence of the big 
city of Antwerpen with 450.000 inhabitants. 
Three URBAL regions have important green spaces: 
North Yorkshire and Overijssel have several protected 
nature areas or special landscapes. Meetjesland has the 
status of Regional Landscape, meaning its green values 
are recognized and a special management organisation 
been set up. 
All six URBAL regions are crossed by important 
motorways and in some cases by railway lines. 
Obviously the Hamburg region has a very dense 
network. This means that all these regions are well 
connected on (inter) national level, but also entails 
environmental problems of pollution and dislocation 
and barrier at a local level. 
3.2 Maps and facts 
The next pages give a bigger map and some facts per 
URBAL working space.
3. The partner regions as URBAL space 
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OverijsselSørlandet
Hamburg
North Yorkshire Härryda Meetjesland
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Hamburg Germany 
Location/ administrative  City of Hamburg = municipality and “state” (in the German   
 federation) 
 Hamburg Metropolitan Region = voluntary 
 regional cooperation of Hamburg with 14  counties / Kreise 
 Elbestrom = project of municipalities along river Elbe
Cities inside area -
Places inside area Bergedorf (117.000) Winssen (33.000) 
 Boizenburg (10.900) Bleckede (9.800) Amt Neuhaus  (5.500)
Inhabitants area 4.300.000 (Metropolitan Region)
 1.740.000 (only Hamburg)
Surface area 755 km2 (only Hamburg)
Average inhabitants/ km2 2300 (only Hamburg)
Major cities outside area Bremen
Hamburg
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Härryda Sweden
Location/ administrative  Municipality of Härryda
organisation Part of Metropolitan Göteborg (statistical area)
Cities inside area -
Places inside area -
Inhabitants area 31.700 
Surface area 290 km2
Average inhabitants/ km2 109
Major cities outside area Göteborg (480.000) Mölndal (58.000) 
Sørlandet  Norway
Location/ administrative  Sørlandet = cooperation of 7 municipalities, with   
organisation Kristiansand as centre
Cities inside area Kristiansand (77.600)
Places inside area Songdalen (5.600) Lillesand (9.200) Vennesla (12.000)  
 Søgne (9.000) Birkenes (4.300) Iveland (1.000)
Inhabitants area 130.000
Surface area 2.150 km2
Average inhabitants/ km2 52 (Kristiansand: 260)
Major cities outside area -
Härryda Sørlandet
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North Yorkshire  United Kingdom
Location/ administrative County of North Yorkshire = regional government
organisation  Capital of NY: Northallerton
 7 district ~ municipalities 
Cities inside area Scarborough (49.400) Harrogate (73.700)
Places inside area Northallerton (15.500) Malton (4.000; seat of Ryedale District Council) Norton (7.000) Skipton (14.300) 
Inhabitants area 570.000 (excl. York)
Surface area 7.680 km2 (excl. York)
Average inhabitants/km2 74
Major cities outside area City of York (185.000; administratively no part of NY) Middlesbrough (143.000) Bradford (294.000) 
 Leeds (443.000)  
North Yorkshire
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Overijssel  Netherlands
Location/ administrative  Province of Overijssel = regional government
organisation Capital of Overijssel: Zwolle
` 24 municipalities
Cities inside area Zwolle (113.000) Deventer (97.000) Enschede (155.000)  
 Hengelo (81.000) Almelo (72.000)
Places inside area Hellendoorn (36.000) Ommen (17.000) 
Inhabitants area 1.110.000 
Surface area 3.420 km2
Average inhabitants/ km2 326
Major cities outside area Apeldoorn (155.000) Münster (270.000)
Meetjesland  Belgium
Location/ administrative  Regional Landscape Meetjesland = governmental designa  
 tion
organisation Part of Province East Flanders = regional government
 13 municipalities inside area
Cities inside area -
Places inside area Evergem (32.000) Maldegem (22.130) Eeklo (19.350) Aalter   
 (18.700) 
Inhabitants area 162.000 
Surface area 646 km2
Average inhabitants/ km2 250
Major cities outside area Gent (230.000), Brugge (120.000) Antwerpen (460.000)
Overijssel Meetjesland
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4.1 Motto: Towards shared visions
Main issues of the theme
Developing spatial strategies and new forms of 
cooperation is the first main theme of the URBAL 
Development project. This theme is concerned with the 
organisation of policy processes and how to involve 
the different players including the inhabitants, as a way 
to tackle the problem of fragmented governance. This 
means cooperative planning between regional and 
local authorities and various organisations, including 
public, semi-public and private bodies.
Imbalanced opportunities and imbalanced dynamics 
within functional areas
The first and second themes of the URBAL Development 
project share the same main issues, however the 
approach is different. Under the first theme the URBAL 
partners strive especially for the development of shared 
visions. Under the second theme the partners carry out 
concrete projects. Under theme one and theme two the 
URBAL partners are concerned with maintaining and 
restoring important qualities of URBAL space, especially 
qualities in terms of open space, landscape, natural and 
cultural heritage and potential for leisure activity.
URBAL spaces are in many respects integrated spaces. 
Integration means functional integration in this 
context. Single locations cannot function on their own 
but have relationships with other locations. In this way, 
a residential area is connected with employment and 
services and shopping centres. Agricultural areas are 
connected with places where materials can be bought 
or where crops and products are marketed. There is 
also spatial integration: the quality and characteristics 
of land use at one location have an influence on other 
locations. Diversity is a main issue here. Quality of 
space is highly dependant on the appearance of specific 
areas and places. An unattractive urban fringe can have 
very a negative effect on a large area.
Fragmented governance
The structure of governance never entirely matches 
the level of integration within one area. Administrative 
divisions have their own logic and history. Private 
interests which can be extremely localised can sit 
uncomfortably with the public values of the area. 
So divisions in terms of governance, between 
administrative layers, between sectors within 
government, between public and private parties 
have to be overcome. A basic characteristic of every 
URBAL project is the formation of a group of players. 
Each initiator of a project, very often from the public 
sector, has to find the relevant stakeholders and has 
to convince them that their interests are indeed at 
stake. This applies to all four themes within the URBAL 
projects and even more for the mottos ‘towards 
shared visions’ and ‘towards a spatial balance’. These 
are essentially crosscutting strategies attempting to 
correlate many different issues, interests and values.
Competition for land
Competition for land is also a basic problem in dealing 
with this theme. Competition for land does not 
necessary mean that different parties compete for the 
same piece of land. It often means competing interests. 
Development of a piece of land for urban functions 
does not only lead to the disappearance of previous 
functions but may also have an impact on the wider 
surroundings. 
4. Developing spatial strategies and new forms of cooperation
Towards shard
visions
The regional projects
The regional projects described in this chapter are all 
concerned with developing spatial strategies and/or 
new forms of cooperation as a means of addressing 
the various social, economic and physical relationships 
between urban and rural areas. Six regional projects 
from five regions are presented (Meetjesland, Hamburg, 
Overijssel, Knutepunkt Sørlandet and Härryda): four 
of these focus on spatial strategies and the other two 
focus predominately on new forms of cooperation. 
Promoting greater public involvement, better inter-
sectoral cooperation and inter-agency collaboration are 
central elements of all six projects. Each of the projects 
involves a range of players or agencies, including 
governments, NGOs, and the general public.
4.2 Spatial planning strategies
Regional Landscape Action Plan in Meetjesland
Meetjesland contains a distinctive landscape in 
Flanders. One of the main activities concerns the 
development of the Regional Landscape Action Plan 
for the area of Meetjesland. The landscape plan 
forms a part of the regional development plan and 
provides a common vision and strategy for landscape 
management across all eleven local authorities. The key 
challenges include reaching agreement between all the 
stakeholders on a single vision for the whole region, 
promoting cross-sectoral and inter-agency dialogue 
and cooperation, increasing the public’s interest and 
knowledge about the local landscape.
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The landscape plan addresses a number of spatial 
imbalances or differences, including environmental, 
social and economic issues. Environmental issues 
are arguably the most essential elements within this 
project, namely the diversity and distinctiveness of the 
local landscape. Nevertheless, social issues such as the 
ageing of the population, and economic issues such 
as promoting local economic development, are also 
considered. This regional project addresses the issue 
of fragmented governance in the sense that it involves 
a group of neighbouring local authorities as well as 
a wide variety of other stakeholders from different 
sectors. Various activities in Meetjesland also address 
the issue of competition for land: not only competing 
demands for the use of land (such as conservation, 
development, agriculture, tourism and recreation), but 
also competing demands for development in each of 
the separate administrations.
In Meetjesland, the URBAL project has supported the 
development of a vision for landscape until 2050 (and 
which is used as an input to the regional development 
plan) and an action plan for landscape for the period 
2006-2012. URBAL funding has also supported activities 
relating to landscape management in connection 
with the development of the heritage master plan for 
Meetjesland and the development of a spatial vision for 
agriculture and nature in Meetjesland. URBAL funding 
has been used to augment some activities supported 
by the LEADER programme to allow the urban-rural 
dimension to be considered. 
Toolkit for managing demographic change in Hamburg 
Metropolitan Region
The metropolitan region of Hamburg is a voluntary 
cooperative arrangement between the State of 
Hamburg and the fourteen surrounding counties or 
Kreise. Demographic change is one of the key issues 
for regional cooperation in the metropolitan region: 
the area is being strongly affected by demographic 
change and will continue to be affected over the next 
few decades. The more rural parts of the region are 
likely to experience population decreases and economic 
decline whilst the more urban parts of the region will 
experience the ageing of the population and some 
immigration. This project is concerned with assessing 
the possible effects of future demographic change 
for the region, specifically in terms of the challenges 
for local services and facilities. The URBAL project has 
supported a detailed analysis of demographic trends 
and forecasts for the Hamburg metropolitan region as 
well as an assessment of the challenges and possible 
future implications for local services and facilities. 
URBAL has also supported the development of a toolkit 
of strategies and good practices to be able to respond 
to these challenges.
The key spatial imbalances and differences addressed 
in this regional project are social and economic 
differences between urban and rural areas. Other 
spatial differences are the political differences across 
the region – a wide range of political objectives 
and priorities can be found across the governments 
that make up the metropolitan region. The project 
attempts to identify strategies and best practices for 
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both urban and rural authorities across the whole 
region and involves actors from a number of different 
sectors in the process. It also addresses the different 
sectors that demographic change can affect: economic, 
environmental and social. 
Guidelines for urban and rural development in Enschede
This regional project is concerned with the 
identification of development guidelines for the 
municipality of Enschede, a former textile area in the 
eastern part of Overijssel. Development guidelines 
for both urban and rural parts of the municipality are 
produced in two volumes with the title ‘Expressive 
Enschede’. The main objective is to help promote 
appropriate and high quality development, to simplify 
and speed up the planning process, and to provide 
inspirational examples of development which are 
consistent with local planning policies. Both volumes 
are the product of a mixture of top-down and bottom-
up initiatives and are the result of input from a wide 
range of stakeholders: governments, NGOs, developers 
and the general public. A variety of techniques have 
been used to generate input to the process, including 
the use of the Internet. Some of the key challenges 
relating to this regional project include the synthesis 
of a large amount of information, and reaching 
consensus regarding issues such as spatial quality and 
appropriate development amongst the wide diversity of 
stakeholders involved in the process.
Key spatial differences addressed in this regional 
project relate to the distinctiveness of the urban 
and rural environment in the municipality. New 
development needs to be sensitive to these particular 
environments and to enhance them. ‘Expressive 
Enschede’ attempts to identify examples of 
development that is consistent with local planning 
policies. Perhaps more importantly, the development 
guidelines also draw on input from various policy 
sectors and a large number of stakeholders to arrive 
at a common standpoint. For instance: one item 
concerning rural space is the re-use of agricultural 
buildings for new purposes as a consequence of 
agricultural decline and the increasing demand for 
housing and recreation in rural areas.
Regional planning in Twente
The region of Twente lies in the eastern part of 
the Province of Overijssel and contains fourteen 
municipalities. The urban areas of the region (Almelo, 
Enschede, Hengelo and Oldenzaal) are experiencing 
growth pressures whilst land use in the rural areas 
is experiencing shifts from agriculture to nature and 
recreation. Consequently, tensions between cities and 
their surroundings, between urban and rural functions, 
and between nature and agriculture have increased. 
As part of the preparation of the new regional plan for 
Twente, a number of key themes have been examined, 
including the issue of urban-rural relationships. Work 
under this theme is conducted as part of the URBAL 
project. A regional vision, a strategy document and 
a number of pilot projects concerning urban-rural 
relationships are developed. The specific focus of the 
urban-rural relationships theme is the urban fringe 
and the appropriate development for this type of area. 
The region of Twente has a highly dynamic urban-
rural fringe. The URBAL project has also supported the 
preparation of development principles for urban fringes 
in Twente and the mapping of urban fringe ‘hotspots’ – 
areas where close attention to development is required. 
Particular emphasis is lent to the ‘softening’ of the 
landscape in the urban fringe through, for example, 
sensitive landscaping.
Key spatial differences addressed in the region of 
Twente include the distinctiveness of urban and 
rural landscapes and how to develop appropriately 
around this. The population in the region is almost 
equally spread between urban and rural areas and the 
fourteen municipalities in the region are a mixture of 
urban and rural authorities. The theme of urban-rural 
relationships is being examined for the entire region. 
The regional plan seeks to balance the priorities of the 
urban and rural administrations and incorporate the 
views from a large number of diverse stakeholders, 
including water agencies and nature organisations. The 
implementation of the plan will also involve a wide 
range of participants. 
4.3 New forms of cooperation
Accessible and coordinated municipal services in 
Knutepunkt Sørlandet
Knutepunkt Sørlandet is an inter-governmental 
initiative between the city of Kristiansand and its 
six surrounding rural municipalities. A number of 
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services for the residents are provided via Knutepunkt 
Sørlandet rather than the municipalities since local 
provision of services is often too specialised to 
provide, and less cost-effective. This regional project 
focuses on improving online accessibility to the 
services and coordinating the provision of these 
services by networking the seven local authorities. 
Examples of services include the granting of planning 
permission and the provision of various social services. 
The objective is to develop a common system for 
accessing and delivering services via information and 
communication technology (ICT) such as broadband 
access across the whole area, and software to facilitate 
the networking of municipal staff in different locations.
The spatial imbalances include the large differences in 
accessibility to services and facilities across the area 
(very few facilities are located in rural areas) and the 
differences in the availability of qualified personnel 
to fill certain posts. The coordinating system allows 
municipalities to draw on skills and expertise from 
outside their own boundary. In addition, it also has 
the potential to increase the quality of the services and 
facilities and reduce overall costs.
In Knutepunkt Sørlandet, the URBAL project has 
supported the introduction of broadband ICT across the 
whole area, linking the various municipalities with each 
other and furthermore linking local citizens with each 
other.
 Public involvement in decision-making in Härryda
The municipality of Härryda borders the city of 
Gothenburg. Nevertheless, more than one-third of 
Härryda’s inhabitants live in rural areas. Partly because 
of the dispersed nature of local habitation, public 
involvement in municipal decision-making is often 
low. This regional project primarily wants to increase 
public interest and involvement in local decision-
making processes. The rationale for this is to improve 
democracy and, more specifically, to help develop local 
policies that better reflect the views and requirements 
of local residents. Work is currently underway in 
Härryda to identify suitable techniques for involving 
the public in decision-making. One of the techniques 
being considered is the Neighbourhood Approach 
from Deventer (see Box). Although this Neighbourhood 
Approach was not part of the URBAL Development 
project it has nevertheless provided inspiration to 
several URBAL partners, in particular the municipality 
of Härryda. This clearly illustrates the transnational 
dimension of the project.
The project addresses the issues of fragmented 
governance by seeking to involve more stakeholders 
(particularly the public) in the decision-making process. 
In Härryda, the URBAL project has helped to identify 
and introduce techniques to involve the public more 
in local decision-making. More specifically, the URBAL 
project has supported the translation of material on 
Deventer’s Neighbourhood Approach from Dutch to 
Swedish. The URBAL project has had an interesting 
spin-off in the form of a fact-finding visit to Deventer 
by officials from Härryda. Deventer’s Neighbourhood 
Approach has generated a substantial amount of 
interest in Härryda and the goal is to trial the approach 
there for two years. 
4.4 Lessons
Practical actions leading to a more balanced 
development
What is apparent from close investigation of the 
regional projects is that the URBAL project has led 
to new ideas, partnerships and initiatives beyond 
the initial expectations at the beginning of the 
project. The URBAL project has been instrumental 
in introducing the concept of transnational learning 
into various activities. Learning and exchanging ideas 
with other regional projects, particularly within the 
same theme, is central to the development of spatial 
strategies. In Hamburg other URBAL partners have 
been involved in the assessment of the challenges 
and the possible future implications for local services 
and facilities. There was an exchange of information 
between Enschede and Hamburg during the process 
of identifying development criteria to be included in 
the guidelines – experience from related activities in 
Hamburg were shared and incorporated into guidelines 
in Enschede. In Knutepunkt Sørlandet, one of the main 
transnational dimensions of the regional project is that 
the inspiration for this ICT initiative has been based on 
experiences from similar local authorities in other parts 
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of north-west Europe. 
A key challenge of the URBAL project is to extend the 
transnational dimension of the regional projects and 
maximise the experiences and insights from these 
projects. Learning from each other, from good and 
bad experiences, from successful and unsuccessful 
techniques has been essential. Exploring the 
transferability of approaches has also been important. 
Here, the role of the political and administrative context 
has been examined.
Understanding of spatial implications of sectoral 
policies
Because most of the regional projects in this theme 
have an integrated character, the sectoral policies as 
such received little attention.
Understanding of ways to manage URBAL spaces in 
identified policy fields.
Interpretation of URBAL space differs somewhat 
between regional projects. In Meetjesland, Enschede 
and Twente, the interpretation predominantly focused 
around the issue of landscape. This can be explained 
by the decentralised urban structure of these areas, 
whereas in Hamburg population distribution and 
density are necessarily more central to the concept of 
URBAL space. In Härryda, the interpretation of URBAL 
space is based more on the idea of the degree of 
isolation or accessibility to urban areas.
An important challenge is to increase attention to 
the fact that many policy issues concerning urban-
rural relationships are multidisciplinary and multi-
sectoral, which require integrated responses. These 
issues cannot in most cases be effectively tackled by a 
single sector or single agency. Many issues relating to 
urban-rural relationships were better understood and 
disseminated.
Another key challenge is the securing and maintaining 
of inter-sectoral and inter-agency cooperation. 
Leadership, funding arrangements, education and 
training had a strong and influential role in overcoming 
many of these barriers.
Awareness amongst local decision makers of how to 
manage URBAL space 
A number of the regional projects working under the 
motto ‘towards shared visions’ show that pilot studies 
or demonstration projects can be very influential in 
illustrating innovative approaches and generating 
political interest in an issue. As well as influencing the 
political agenda, such pilot studies or demonstration 
projects helped to generate follow-up action or changes 
in policy or practice.
Political power is very often concentrated in urban 
areas: many rural areas appear to be excluded or 
underrepresented in decision-making. Identifying 
innovative ways to develop and implement policies 
across these administrative and sectoral boundaries, 
and avoiding competition between sectors and 
neighbouring authorities, were crucial to many, if not 
all, projects dealing with spatial strategies and new 
cooperations.
Deventer’s Neighbourhood approach
Decentralised neighbourhood governance was 
developed in Deventer in the early 1990s in reaction 
to a growing range of social, physical and economic 
problems in deprived districts. These problems 
included criminality, unemployment and a lack of 
social integration between long-standing residents 
and a fast growing foreign-born population. A big 
gap between inhabitants and local government was 
perceived to exist. 
For the purposes of decentralised governance, 
Deventer has been divided into six districts. The 
district governance framework involves a partnership 
approach among the district alderman, the district 
civil servant (district manager), the district engineer, 
and a team of residents and representatives of local 
community organisations. This group manages a 
devolved budget and all public spaces within the 
District.
The aim of the decentralised governance is not just 
to deliver services which accord closely with the 
aspirations of residents but also to foster positive 
working relationships between residents, community 
organisations, local government and social welfare 
organisations 
The significant achievements of the Deventer 
approach are threefold. First, decentralisation is now 
fully institutionalised in local governance processes 
– there is widespread commitment to its successful 
realisation. Second, all stakeholders in the annual 
covenant now share a common agenda for district 
development. Finally, the decentralisation approach 
has triggered an enormous increase in the number 
of residents active in governance processes and 
in networking amongst residents and community 
organisations.
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5.1 Motto: Towards spatial balance 
Main issues of the theme
Quality of space and sustainable accessibility is the 
second main theme of the URBAL project. Many of the 
issues dealt with under the first theme are also taken 
up here. Two additional issues haven been targeted as 
well: accessibility and the subject of urban fringes.
A balanced development of URBAL spaces necessitates 
the improvement of accessibility in a sustainable way, 
involving the encouragement of the use of public 
transport and environmentally friendly modes of 
transport such as cycling and walking. An additional 
issue of concern within the projects falling under 
the second theme of the URBAL project is formed by 
urban fringes. These are the areas where the outposts 
of urban and rural areas meet: the built-up areas of 
cities and towns lie side by side with rural areas. The 
pattern of land use in urban fringes is in most cases 
very complex, a patchwork of housing, industry, 
infrastructure, agricultural land, leisure areas and areas 
with an unclear function seemingly lying dormant, 
awaiting (new) urban development. The spatial quality 
of urban fringes is often considered poor for a variety 
of reasons. Sometimes urban functions creep into 
the countryside with negative effects on the scenic 
quality of the rural landscape and on the possibilities 
for sustainable transport. In other cases the edge 
of the built-up area of a town or city is designed 
and constructed without clear consideration for the 
visual impression on the surrounding countryside. 
Sometimes an urban area is closed off by infrastructure 
which makes the surrounding countryside relatively 
inaccessible for people seeking leisure opportunities. 
This is also to the detriment of the more rural areas 
where the development of tourism and leisure can 
contribute to the broadening of the economic base.
The regional projects
Many URBAL regions are participating in the eight 
projects that fall under this theme. The issues of quality 
of space and sustainable accessibility are themselves 
policy issues with many different facets. For purposes 
of synthesis these various issues are grouped around 
two sub-themes: developing regional approaches and 
improving the quality of the built environment.
The concept of URBAL space is developed to give a 
name to all those areas in Europe where rural and 
urban areas are interlocked in such a way that the 
classic distinction between ‘the urban’ and ‘the rural’ 
has lost its purpose and meaning. At the same time this 
means that development cannot solely be considered at 
a mere local level but that regional approaches have to 
be developed as explained above.
Four projects are explicitly concerned with the concept 
of an URBAL space as an integrated region. Four 
other projects are focusing on issues related to the 
quality of the built environment and are in terms of 
implementation more localized compared to the first 
group of four. Nevertheless these four projects also 
have a regional dimension. To a certain extent this 
dimension has been revealed during the working 
process: a good example of learning.
5.2 Towards a functional and attractive 
URBAL region
Integrated housing and transport policy: Sørlandet
New housing areas are often developed in scattered 
5. Implementing quality of space and sustainable accessibility
Towards spatial
balance
patterns in rural areas or at seemingly random locations 
on the urban fringe. Although the result might be 
perfectly agreeable on the level of an individual 
household, in terms of broader public interests this is 
often not the case. Certain (public) services and facilities 
such as public transport are very difficult to provide 
if settlement is not concentrated. Highly scattered 
housing and settlement may also have negative effects 
on the quality of the landscape. One of the objectives 
of this particular URBAL project is to contribute to a 
settlement pattern which could be served effectively 
by a high quality system of public transport and which 
stimulates environmentally friendly ways of transport. 
Creating new locations for housing changes the 
demand for transport and infrastructure. Therefore an 
approach is needed in which housing and transport are 
integrated.
Sørlandet is essentially a functional urban area. The 
Knutepunkt has applied successfully to take over from 
the higher 
government 
level the 
responsibility 
for designing and 
implementing the 
housing policy. The 
goal is to develop a 
housing programme for the 
participating municipalities 
to prevent unplanned and 
unattractive urban sprawl and to 
maintain the economic, recreational and 
green values of the region. Policy has to differentiate 
between the various parts of the Sørlandet area 
though. Kristiansand and its near surroundings needs 
another policy focussing more on 
higher densities compared with the other parts of 
the region. But in all cases new housing needs to be 
concentrated near the existing centres and in the 
immediate vicinity of the infrastructure system to avoid 
unnecessary traffic. 
The project itself involves different activities and 
outputs. Probably the most important aspect of the 
project has been the setting up of an organisational 
structure for all the different public authorities 
involved: local, regional as well as national. Within 
this structure the housing plan has been prepared, 
negotiated and finalised. Concrete outputs have been 
the analysis of the green structure of the Knutepunkt, 
necessary to make sound decisions on the location of 
new housing. Also a GIS web map has been created for 
all the urban and regional planners and local, county 
and national administrators involved, as well as for the 
general public. The map carries detailed information 
on infrastructure and the location of built-up as well as 
unused land.
Another project is the planning of a sustainable 
transport system (see box). The main challenge of this 
project is comparable to that of the integrated housing 
project: to reach a common regional understanding 
amongst the stakeholders. Tasks and responsibilities 
are distributed across three levels of government. 
Cooperation is necessary in order to create an 
integrated transport system which contributes to more 
sustainable and also healthier (cycling, walking) forms 
of transport. 
Spatial quality and cohesion in the urban fringe: 
Hamburg and Elbestrom
The main goal of the project is the development of 
a strategy for improved integration in the Hamburg 
urban fringe on a large scale, especially in the area 
south and southeast of the river Elbe. At present the 
Sustainable transport planning: Knutepunkt Sørlandet
The sustainable transport planning project focuses on 
the supply side: How to enhance the attractiveness of 
public transport and other environmentally friendly 
modes of transport? The project has lead to the 
realisation of two public transport intersections in 
the region. Together with a reduction of bus fares 
these projects have contributed to more people 
combining bus and car on their local journeys. This 
particular project shows that cooperation on very 
concrete physical projects which are tangible to all 
can stimulate cooperation at governmental level.
Attractive urban and 
rural region
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An attractive urban fringe and an accessible 
countryside: Overijssel 
It is not always easy for town dwellers to reach the 
countryside when seeking leisure opportunities such 
as hiking or cycling. This is often the case with larger 
towns and cities as these tend to be surrounded 
by infrastructure. Accessibility to the surrounding 
countryside is a main issue of the Almelo Northern 
Park project. The aim of this project is the creation of 
a new park adjacent to a new housing estate. The new 
Northern Park is planned to function as a form of link 
between the city of Almelo and the surrounding rural 
area. At the same time the new park is intended to help 
bring the countryside closer to the new housing estate 
and the city at large. 
The realisation of the Northern Park Almelo will take 
several years. Part of the URBAL involvement is the 
development of a vision for the URBAL area wherein 
the park will be located and an action programme 
which includes an assessment of the financial 
consequences. As an effect of URBAL, the Northern Park 
Almelo has been placed higher on the political agenda 
which has been of assistance during the consultation 
and negotiating process.
The Urstromtal Elbe: long distance URBAL relations 
The area of the Regional Cooperation Urstromtal 
Elbe from Dömitz to Hamburg is an URBAL space 
where the population density decreases from west 
to east, with one community belonging to the city 
of Hamburg with approximately 117.000 inhabitants 
and contrasted with small communities with 2.000 
inhabitants in the east. The Urstromtal Elbe defined 
as an URBAL space stretches out approximately 170 
km from west to east. The linkages between the 
various parts of this space are the result of flows in 
transport to work and housing, traffic for recreation 
and the river itself as the main water system. The 
Regional Cooperation ‘Urstromtal Elbe’ is focusing in 
particular on tourism and leisure, challenging issues 
since these are predominantly dealt with locally. 
Concrete URBAL activities include the organisation 
of meetings between stakeholders but above all the 
organisation of events such as the Elbe Shipping 
Day and the museum stream. The river landscape is 
the binding element between the big city and rural 
areas. The conditions under which forms of common 
governance are to be reached are somewhat complex: 
the eleven communities of the cooperation belong to 
five districts in four German States each with different 
administrative regulations.
river Elbe separates areas and people in more 
than one way: physically and functionally, but also 
mentally and politically. A main aim of the project 
is to find ways to use the Elbe river as an element 
of linkage between Hamburg and the surrounding 
governmental districts. Dealing with the issue of 
spatial quality and cohesion in the Hamburg urban 
fringe therefore means complex governmental 
cooperation. For instance a large number of the 
new housing projects serving the needs of Hamburg 
can be found south of the River Elbe which 
means the expansion of Hamburg in a southern 
direction and a consequent shift in the urban 
fringe. An important aim of the project is to raise 
awareness; a key precondition for the improvement 
of the management of URBAL space. Carrying 
out research and setting up an infrastructure to 
discuss this research on the political level is often 
a good starting point. Representatives from local 
administrations have discussed a report on the 
development of Hamburg’s (southern) fringe called: 
‘A Birds Eye View’.
In the course of the project the attention has 
gradually been shifting towards the southeast of 
the urban fringe, towards the Elbe valley. Here 
cooperation under the banner of Urstromtal Elbe 
has evolved referring to the eleven cities lying 
along the river Elbe, from Hamburg to Dömitz. 
The range Hamburg-Dömitz forms a gradient in 
more than one way: from urban to rural and from 
economically buoyant to (relatively) depressed 
(see Box). The cooperation also stretches along the 
former national divide (the Iron Curtain). The Elbe-
project is thus another project which attempts to 
forge a regional identity. 
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5.3 Improving the quality of the built 
environment 
Innovative management techniques for cultural 
heritage: Meetjesland
URBAL spaces can be confronted with dramatic 
changes, particularly those in the more rural areas. 
These changes concern land use as well as the use of 
built artefacts. Especially in the case of buildings and 
their surrounding grounds new functions have to be 
sought after in order to preserve the region’s cultural 
heritage. This is the prime objective of the project 
‘Innovative management techniques’ in the Flemish 
region of Meetjesland. It is a large project which 
consists of numerous sub-projects. These projects 
aim at raising awareness related to the fact that 
Meetjesland holds an important cultural heritage which 
could be of enormous value to the future development 
of the region. On the other hand, some of these 
projects show at a very practical level how to manage 
this cultural heritage.
With the aim of raising awareness, both a physical 
and a virtual Landscape House have been created. The 
physical Landscape House is set up in a former (small) 
castle in the town of Maldegem, and is itself a pilot 
project showing possible ways of managing cultural 
heritage. It accommodates several libraries and offers 
facilities for meetings and discussions. The Virtual 
Landscape House consists of a website and many 
sources of information such as CD ROMs, maps and a 
landscape newspaper.
Apart from the Landscape Houses there are lines of 
activity consisting of numerous pilot projects in the 
sphere of physical intervention. The cultural heritage 
of Meetjesland is so vast and spread over the entire 
area that only an approach resembling a form of 
acupuncture can be followed. The idea is that by 
showing in a very concrete way how one can breathe 
new life into the cultural heritage – for instance 
the renovation of an old barn – others feel inspired 
to follow with similar activities and thus become 
stakeholders in the concept of Meetjesland as an 
integrated landscape.
Estates on the urban fringe: Overijssel 
Around many European cities either small or large 
estates can be found: a house, mansion or even a castle 
amidst open grounds, nowadays often accessible to 
the public. In themselves these estates are a genus 
of small URBAL space: the central buildings and the 
surrounding area are strongly connected with each 
other. On the fringe of the city of Deventer several 
estates can be found, some of them forming a string 
along the river IJssel. As these estates are no longer 
owner-occupied new forms of land use for the grounds 
and the buildings have to be sought. URBAL Estates 
is concerned with new initiatives taking place in two 
adjacent estates lying on the urban fringe of Deventer. 
Northern Park Almelo
In order to reach this attractive spot, crossings for 
hikers and cyclists will be created which will run 
above and under a major road which blocks access 
at the present time. These hiking and cycle paths 
will be connected to similar paths in municipalities 
surrounding Almelo.
Many issues are intertwined in the Almelo Northern 
Park project: land use, accessibility and regional 
cooperation. It is a good example of a project 
becoming more comprehensive over the course of 
time. The Northern Park project is also a project based 
on changing the relationship between the urban areas 
of Almelo and the surrounding rural area. The idea 
is that the Northern Park will not just be a traditional 
park, but a new park adjacent to a new housing estate 
with a particular emphasis on the theme of horse 
riding. One of the largest events in the park is the 
‘Almelo horse riding days’. So in the park a central 
route will be created, combining traditional hiker- 
and cycle paths with a horse path, the latter making 
it possible to ride from the local riding school right 
through the park.
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One lies within the municipal boundaries of the city 
itself, the other in a neighbouring rural community. The 
new initiatives concern the development of integrated 
functions such as agriculture, leisure, landscape and 
nature. The initiator is the organisation Regional 
Landscape IJsselland which owns the estates and 
operates on the concept of ‘Dedicated Landscape’. 
The URBAL project itself principally concerns plan-
making. Cooperation with local councils is therefore 
crucial, as well as with the national Ministry of Water 
Management. All these organisations have different 
interests. For some, the idea of integrated development 
instead of mono-functional development is quite 
new. Also the activities which could breath new life 
into these historic estates are novel in themselves, 
so it has be proven that they can be viable. Examples 
are the introduction of agriculture on various sorts 
of soil or the development of new kinds of leisure 
activities. Also new financial arrangements are 
required. In terms of offering new possibilities for 
leisure and the preservation and development of scenic 
qualities, in itself a public value, the town of Deventer 
is a beneficiary. This has led to the suggestion that 
Deventer might contribute financially towards the 
preservation and development of the estates. Therefore 
the search is on for novel financial constructions.
Liveability and infrastructure: Overijssel 
Roads connect people and places. At the same time 
international infrastructure often creates huge barriers 
at the local level, so that the costs and benefits (also in 
terms of pollution) related to such infrastructure are 
not equally divided. This is the case in many URBAL 
spaces as they are often located between major urban 
areas or lie in their vicinity and as such are transit areas 
for infrastructure.
This forms the background for two projects in the east 
of Overijssel where motorways and important railways 
divide towns and landscapes. These are complicated 
projects. The URBAL participation has been to organise 
meetings among the many stakeholders involved, 
leaving from various studies and action plans. The 
concept of URBAL space has clearly helped to reframe 
the objectives and the outcome of the infrastructure 
projects. Making plans, carrying out studies and 
negotiating with relevant stakeholders (such as railway 
companies) are activities supported by URBAL. In this 
way for example, URBAL has led to a broadening of 
the scope of the railway zone project in Oldenzaal (see 
box). The removal of a physical barrier within the town 
limits became connected with the issues of developing 
a tourist-friendly infrastructure to improve the regional 
position of the town. Further URBAL participation has 
led to a higher political urgency regarding the projects. 
Combiplan Nijverdal: integrating fast and slow roads
The medium-sized town of Nijverdal is cut into two 
halves by a major national road, as well as a railway. 
Road and railway lie side by side, so in terms of a 
barrier they have a huge effect on their surroundings. 
They also cut diagonally through the valley of the river 
Regge, which is part of the ecological main structure, 
so there is also a considerable impact on the ecology 
and the landscape.
The Combiplan involves a diversion of the railway 
as well as the road by means of a 500 metre long 
stretch of tunnel. The crossings of local slow roads 
will be studied. The integration of the new diverted 
infrastructure in the Regge valley will also be a distinct 
improvement on the current situation.
Railway zones and tourist opportunities: Hengelo & 
Oldenzaal
Hengelo and Oldenzaal are both confronted with 
the fact that a railway zone forms an impediment 
to the further development of the inner city and 
hampers satisfactory connection with places outside 
the municipal borders. The situation in Hengelo 
is further complicated by safety considerations 
related to the transport of chemicals. The relocation 
of shunting yards and constructing railway tracks 
in an open tunnel will create new possibilities for 
development in Oldenzaal. The impact on rural-urban 
relationships is considerable. Due to a more intensive 
use of urban areas the pressure on the countryside 
– which has high scenic qualities - for new housing 
will be lessened. In addition the project in Oldenzaal 
is interesting because the removal of the barrier effect 
of the railway will improve the tourist infrastructure 
of the Northeast Twente Region. It is in fact the 
URBAL project which had led to the integration of 
this dimension into the Oldenzaal railway plan. The 
improvement of the tourist infrastructure also includes 
studying the re-opening of the railway line to Bad 
Bentheim. 
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5.4 Lessons
Practical actions leading to a more balanced 
development
To support practical actions is a basic characteristic 
of all the projects undertaken within this theme. 
However, what ‘practical action’ actually means differs 
per project. In some cases it is the writing of a report 
and the discussions about this report which form the 
action. Sometimes this is the way to initiate a process. 
The so-called ‘Bird’s Eye View’ document concerning 
the southern fringe of Hamburg is a particular case 
worth mentioning here. The same project also proves 
that when a momentum has started it should be kept 
going. In the case of the Hamburg Elbestrom project it 
will take several years to get the idea of one extensive 
urban fringe generally accepted. The URBAL project 
might be too short to ensure that this will take place.
There are clear indications that being part of the URBAL 
project has lead to learning within individual projects in 
terms of broadening the scope, geographically as well 
as in terms of comprehensiveness. To a high degree, 
learning between projects is dependent on similarities. 
The various projects falling under the motto ‘towards 
a spatial balance’ cover a broad array of issues but are 
themselves unique. The division between two groups 
of projects is not based so much on the issues involved 
but on the question whether a project is predominantly 
regional or local.
A large diversity of projects creates a challenge in terms 
of learning from each other and raising awareness, a 
challenge which becomes even greater when regions 
differ considerably from each other. The issue of an 
urban fringe differs considerably when comparing the 
case of Almelo with that of south Hamburg. There are 
nevertheless a number of common issues which were 
recognised as relevant for a large group of participants 
in this particular URBAL theme. Working towards the 
realisation of an integrated tourist infrastructure can 
be mentioned in this respect, as well as the spatial 
integration of infrastructure in terms of landscape and 
the built environment.
Understanding of spatial implications of sectoral 
policies
Sector planning and spatial planning each have their 
own rationales. Broadening the scope of sectoral 
projects is one of the main challenges in implementing 
quality of space and sustainable accessibility. Project 
initiators have learned within URBAL that broadening 
the scope of sectoral projects often involves a 
geographical dimension: projects often do not have 
merely a local dimension but also a regional one. 
‘Moving from site to situation’ was the term used in the 
URBAL Estates project of IJsselland.
Sensitivity towards the spatial implications of sectoral 
policies is highly dependent upon the planning and 
policy culture within a country. In countries where 
sectors have a strong position the introduction of 
the spatial dimension into sectoral decision-making 
proves to be difficult. This has proved to be the case 
in Flanders (Meetjesland) where the economic sector, 
including NGOs, is very powerful. In the Netherlands 
it is infrastructure policy which is not very susceptible 
to territorial issues. The various Dutch railway zone 
projects are in this sense groundbreaking projects for 
which other URBAL regions have shown great interest, 
in particular Sørlandet. Clearly, initiators are dependent 
for the success of certain projects on the willingness of 
others to cooperate, for instance a government agency 
at a higher level. Sometimes such willingness does not 
become reality.
Understanding of ways to manage URBAL spaces in 
identified policy fields.
Management of space should be based on a vision. 
Many activities under the theme ‘Quality of Space’ 
are studies and project plans. URBAL support was 
commonly used to carry out such studies and plans: 
planning exercises that are often  impossible to carry 
out within the usual domestic budgetary arrangements. 
Carrying out such exercises requires communication 
and organisation, most especially the creation of a 
‘players field’. The various projects have revealed that 
this is especially critical. The concept of URBAL is about 
spatial integration, that should be reflected by policy 
integration at the level of organisation. Assembling a 
players field around a particular project is decisive in 
this respect. 
What participants in various individual projects 
have learned from each other is that it is of critical 
importance that project initiators show how win-win 
situations can be achieved by broadening the scope of 
projects and policies. It is evident that many projects 
(such as Combiplan Nijverdal) have boosted regional 
cooperation, sometimes in situations where such 
cooperation did not exist before.
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The financial dimension of projects is often of critical 
importance. How to commit different stakeholders to a 
project and how to involve them financially has been an 
issue of lengthy discussion amongst the URBAL project 
partners.
On the level of instruments and management tools 
there are certain limitations to be recognised in 
terms of transnational learning. The transferability of 
management tools is restricted, most especially in the 
case of issues where national laws and the distribution 
of authority within the public sector are decisive. Part 
of the transnational learning process is to understand 
and appreciate each other’s position and to take this as 
a starting point when discussing the transferability of 
solutions.
Awareness amongst local decision makers of how to 
manage URBAL spaces
Probably the main challenge for decision makers here is 
to go beyond the original merits of individual projects 
and beyond the limits of the administrative areas, thus 
going beyond sectoral and administrative boundaries. 
The concept of URBAL has proved helpful in this 
respect. 
What seems to be genuinely productive in stimulating 
decision makers to change their perspectives is to 
work on issues which are intrinsically regional. The 
integration of housing and transport, undertaken 
within the Knutepunkt Sørlandet is a good example of 
this. The duration of the URBAL project is unfortunately 
too short to fully evaluate whether the cooperation 
that local councils are now enjoying will lead to lasting 
success in developing a genuine common policy.
In general, INTERREG projects are implemented 
on too short a timescale to measure their effects, 
especially when it comes to the issues of awareness. 
What is a sub-project within URBAL is in many cases 
just one particular phase of a far longer project. The 
improvement of cooperation and communication is a 
long term process which is often difficult to initiate; the 
timescale of such processes do not always match the 
timescale of an URBAL project and success is not always 
guaranteed. 
The work highlights the value of carrying out relatively 
small projects, even though some of them may have 
been too small to reach the newspaper columns. This 
was in fact an important lesson: every project, even 
the smallest one, should be presented by its initiators 
as an event. The fact of it being a European project is 
instrumental in getting a project higher on the political 
agenda. This could have been used more effectively in 
certain projects. 
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6. Developing social and cooperative strategies 
6.1  Live close to the quality of life 
Main issues of the theme 
In a nutshell, this theme concerns the question of how 
URBAL relationships can be exploited to meet the needs 
of residents and encourage efficient and effective social 
service delivery across the URBAL area. Specifically, 
the imbalance in the provision of health care has been 
tackled by developing and implementing alternative 
services and alternative ways of organising social 
service delivery.
With regard to the main URBAL objectives, the 
imbalance in opportunities and dynamics as well as 
fragmented governance within the URBAL area are 
the most relevant factors. Competition for land is not 
felt very clearly. The theme of social and cooperative 
strategies is mainly manifested in services, which 
appear to have only limited spatial consequences. 
However the indirect spatial effects will be reflected 
upon below.
Imbalanced opportunities and imbalanced dynamics 
within functional areas
A general trend during the past decades has been the 
scaling up of social services to increase efficiency. The 
consequence of this trend is that the majority of social 
services (as well as employment) are concentrated in 
the larger cities. The rural areas in particular could 
benefit from new strategies that give easy access to 
required services.
Some demographic trends influence the demand-
side of social services. In general the population is 
ageing, causing a need for special care for elderly 
people and for facilities to live at home for as long as 
possible. Meanwhile, people demand higher quality 
levels as well as a broader variety in services, due 
to the processes of individualisation and increased 
prosperity. This is true for both urban and rural areas. 
Special groups can be identified, with special needs. 
Not only elderly people, but also the disabled, youth 
or immigrants. The general shift in focus is from mere 
‘care’ towards broader welfare services. 
The manner in which individuals or special groups 
can be approached and helped, often relates to the 
area they live in. The spatial situation can be both 
an advantage and a disadvantage. For example a 
green environment is proven to be very wholesome 
for various groups of people in need of special care. 
However, these surroundings are scarce in urban areas. 
In rural areas the establishment of critical mass to 
sustain service demand and the availability of qualified 
personnel is often seen as a problem.
 
Fragmented governance
The responsibility for social service delivery is organised 
differently in the countries that participate in URBAL. 
For example in Sweden, local government has a 
strategic as well as an operational task in these services. 
In the Netherlands, in contrast, government has an 
exclusively strategic task, while non-governmental 
organisations do most of the operational work. 
A similarity between all projects is that the roles and 
responsibilities in the domain of social service delivery 
are changing, and that new networks are being built 
around new services. New connections are needed 
between levels of government, between sectors within 
Live close to 
quality of live
33
government, between public and private parties, 
between professionals and volunteers. Coherence 
between the existing and the new players has not yet 
been established. 
The URBAL partners carrying out projects under 
this theme have defined their goal as to maintain 
and improve the quality of life through delivery of 
social services and care in the URBAL area through 
cooperation between organisations and inter-
organisation‘. Perhaps the motto illustrates even better 
the moving spirit of the participants: ‘How to manage 
URBAL space? Live close to the quality of life!’
The regional projects
The main strategies can be summarised as:
• Innovative services: exploring new demands and 
new opportunities in the domain of social services 
in URBAL areas; the basic principle is a bottom up 
approach in which the knowledge and creativity of 
local stakeholders is optimally utilised.
• Innovative management: The management of 
URBAL social services is being reconsidered in two 
ways. Firstly, establishing new partnership and 
cooperation networks to efficiently organise new and 
existing services, also known as chain management. 
Secondly, to develop new instruments to support the 
implementation of new or improved services
Under this theme the Swedish region Härryda and 
the Dutch region Overijssel share their experiences 
in five different projects. Some projects consist of a 
large number of sub-projects, thus establishing a rich 
experiential source.
6.2 Innovative social services
Care Farms: Overijssel
In Overijssel, a relatively new service is opening up: 
Care Farms. These are an additional supply of care 
services, based in the rural areas or urban vicinities that 
combine work and living accommodation or provide 
day-care for adults and children in need of care (due to 
disability or for other reasons). 
There has been a growing interest in care farming 
during the last ten years, both among care suppliers 
and care demanders. A number of reasons can be cited 
for this change. Firstly, there is a large demand for 
good day-care centres and the waiting lists are long. 
Secondly, field experience and research confirms that 
the regularity and placid atmosphere of farm life is very 
wholesome for various groups of people in need of 
special care. Furthermore, the agricultural (economic) 
outlook in the Netherlands is far from promising for 
small farms. Due to the scaling up of production and 
globalisation, many farmers look for supplementary 
and/or alternative incomes. Double-income partners is 
a modern phenomenon that first appeared in the cities, 
but has gradually spread to the countryside. Farmers’ 
wives are interested in setting up these care farms 
on a professional basis, especially when they have 
had a professional training in social services. These 
circumstances are good conditions for a new branch 
in the care sector. And as Care Farms serve both urban 
and rural development they are URBAL par excellence.
There are basically two types of care farming. The first 
concentrates on providing social care services in a 
rural, agrarian context. This can include 24 hour care 
supply. In the second type agricultural production is 
still important for the farmer, but care services are 
combined with this production and provide extra 
income and often considerable satisfaction because of 
the social value of the contact with clients. 
It is important to develop a high level of 
professionalism and an adequate standard of facilities. 
Farms need building alterations, farmers need training, 
and a good match between supply and demand has to 
be organised. Therefore, a strong cooperation between 
the organisations in rural and urban areas in the region 
is a prerequisite.
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Tailor-made services for small communities: Härryda, 
Overijssel
In the Swedish municipality of Härryda as well as in 
the eastern part of Overijssel (Twente) small rural 
communities are tending to lose their liveability. Many 
young people leave the countryside to live an ‘urban 
life’. Facilities and services do not have the critical mass 
to survive and a negative spiral occurs.
In November 2004 the Härryda municipality organised 
a campaign to investigate the needs for alternative 
services and to bring together inhabitants’ ideas on this 
topic. The general idea behind the initiative is that the 
region should offer a supportive network and services 
for the various groups of inhabitants, including the 
young, the elderly, the disabled etc. so that they can 
stay in their familiar living environment without the 
need to move to bigger cities. 
A large project is ‘Important Adults’, aiming at 
supporting children and adults in the surroundings 
that influence them on their way to maturity. These 
adults are not just the parents, but also grandparents, 
neighbours or sport coaches. As an inspiring motto 
the African saying ‘It requires a whole village to raise a 
child’ is used. 
Another project in Härryda is Växtkraft. It provides 
alternative social services to a group of young citizens 
who need a lot of positive feedback. The goal is to 
decrease social dysfunction and to increase the youths’ 
ability to render a valuable contribution to society. 
In Twente, the Netherlands, small communities have 
to cope with the loss of small-scale facilities. Carint, a 
non governmental organisation for care and well-being 
hopes to stimulate liveability. A systematic approach 
is needed to revitalise the area. Just as in Härryda, 
inhabitants were asked to come up with suggestions 
for alternative services. Special attention was given 
to health care, supermarket facilities, library supply 
and so-called ‘meals on wheels’. Organisations such 
as the municipality, Carint, housing associations and 
village councils all participate in a platform to exchange 
knowledge and experiences.
Another URBAL project run by Carint is focused on 
elderly people. Due to the concentration of services 
in the URBAL area many of them have to move out of 
their familiar environment when they need special care. 
Professionalising Care Farms
In Overijssel a special program has started for child 
care, on more than 20 farms, reducing the waiting 
lists in the cities as a result. Parents and case 
managers are very satisfied and the farmers are very 
much appreciated in their new role. The Care Farm 
project is coordinated by Stimuland. This foundation 
is an independent network organisation stimulating 
‘sustainable agriculture for an economically strong 
rural area’ in Overijssel. 
Another (sub)project in Overijssel focuses both on 
elderly people suffering from Alzheimer’s disease 
(dementia syndrome) and elderly people with 
diseases and physical handicaps who live in a nursing 
home. They visit a Care Farm once or twice a week for 
day-care. The main aim of this kind of ‘seamless care’ 
(through ‘chain management’) in this project is to 
improve the quality of life. 
In Meetjesland (Belgium) ‘Welcome Farms’ also 
offer a friendly environment for the elderly. Though 
not officially one of the URBAL projects the URBAL 
participants have exchanged the experience gained 
through this initiative and have discovered that the 
driving forces in this region are very similar to the 
Dutch situation. 
School for emotional intelligence
Two days a week the students, in groups of 
seven, learn coping strategies and EQ (emotional 
intelligence) through creative activities and group 
discussions. An extension of the project is to provide 
‘training jobs’ in small enterprises with the support 
of mobile teachers from the school. The school 
gathers students from all parts of the municipality; 
some live in very rural areas and some come from an 
urban environment. This URBAL project stimulates 
the exchange of experiences in both urban and rural 
areas. In this respect it can be compared with the 
Care Farm approach that also ‘gets the best of both 
worlds’.
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Carint develops new strategies to let them live in their 
own homes for as long as possible. By reconsidering 
the whole chain of organisations and stakeholders that 
are involved in the care of the elderly, new networks 
are formed and new concepts are developed.
 
What becomes clear in these examples is that the 
problem of ‘critical mass’ for social services in small 
communities might be solved by network cooperation 
with a regional scope that extends over both urban and 
rural areas. 
Special places for social services: Härryda, Overijssel 
The URBAL theme of social strategies is not primarily 
oriented at spatial change. But in many projects 
special places are being developed in which services 
can be delivered or social interaction is stimulated. 
For example, in the small village of Markelo Carint is 
developing a ‘Service Point’ which will combine social 
services, medical and paramedical care. The centre must 
be open, accessible, easy to reach and recognisable 
for the local citizen. Technical developments in ICT 
strengthen the possibilities for this shared initiative. 
Developing these services in combination with 
commercial activities also serves an economic goal 
because employability is enhanced. 
Various projects establish (physical) Meeting Places for 
both users and suppliers of new services. The Service 
Point in Markelo also serves as a social meeting place; 
the project ‘Catering points for the vulnerable elderly in 
the community of Borne’ aims to prevent isolation, and 
has thereby a social function.
In Härryda volunteers can meet in the volunteer centre 
and disabled people engage in social activities on a 
regular basis, in meeting places throughout the URBAL 
area
6.3 New partnerships and instruments
New partnerships
The URBAL approach to social services requires new 
perspectives on inter-organisational and cross sectoral 
cooperation. The broadening of scope, from exclusively 
health care or social service to a more integrated, tailor-
made means of supporting people’s well-being in the 
URBAL area, challenges the existing institutional 
establishment. Three organisations for social services, 
all involved in URBAL, have formed new partnerships 
in their region. Their profiles might be illustrative for 
the institutional settings of URBAL projects for social 
services. The organisations are very different: public 
and private, big and small, rooted in government, 
social service or in agriculture/ consultancy. In order 
to execute their URBAL projects they have formed 
new connections with organisations that they were 
previously unfamiliar with.
By encouraging networking and cooperation between 
different authorities as well as between the public 
sector and the non-profit sector, new working methods
Cross sectoral cooperation
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are being developed which in turn respond to society’s 
demand for a complement to the municipal services. 
Much effort is invested at the commencement of 
URBAL projects to learn the routines and characteristics 
of project partners and to develop new cooperative 
practices. 
New management instruments
To support the development of new services and 
to consolidate the new cooperative networks, new 
(management) instruments have been developed 
within many of the projects. 
Some examples are:
• Coordination Centre for Agriculture and Care. To 
support the Care Farm activities in Overijssel a 
professional network is needed, to liaise between 
Care Farms and clients, to inform and to link up with 
relevant organisations. 
• A coordination point has been installed for the 
network in Härryda that carries out the activities in 
the project ‘Sexuality and Disability’. They exchange 
information and experiences and schedule the 
meetings and activities in the various meeting places 
in the region.
• In Twente, Carint already works in an organised and 
structural way with many volunteers, and with an 
URBAL partner of Carint; the ‘Point of Support for 
Informal Care’ which is an organisation for voluntary 
care. Härryda is learning from the Dutch approach: A 
volunteer centre has been set up in Härryda and they 
have learnt a number of good practices for finding 
and keeping volunteers and for combining voluntary 
work with professional work. 
• Training facilities and courses: Care Farms training 
courses; a parent educational program and parent 
guidance centre in the project ‘Important Adults’ in 
Härryda, volunteer training facilities in Härryda.
• Database for idea management: the citizen campaign 
in Härryda has introduced a structural approach to 
collecting ideas from citizens. 
• Quality systems: new services can start by 
improvising, but at some point quality standards are 
needed. In the development of Care Farms this has 
been the case: Stimuland has set up a quality system 
for Care Farms. In Härryda rules have been set up for 
the volunteer centre.
• Chain management instruments: satisfaction 
measurement tools (adjusted for project goals) such 
as a flow chart with critical decision points in the 
chain, to manage the nursing home setting and the 
small-scale farm organisation. This flow chart forms a 
baseline for other inter-organisational chains.
6.4 Lessons
Practical actions leading to a more balanced 
development of URBAL space
Concrete activities in an URBAL context require new 
forms of cooperation and new instruments and tools. 
By learning from these experiences more structural 
changes come about that would not have emerged 
without the necessary practical context. One needs to 
experience the necessity of change in the real world. 
The new activities that are undertaken through URBAL 
have offered many such opportunities.
Project leaders are the lynchpin between, on the one 
hand, the potential users of new services and on the 
other hand the existing routines that determine the 
current system. Careful manoeuvring and gradually 
gaining trust are important elements in these 
innovation processes. 
Another important lesson is that cooperative networks 
should be open to new participants. They bring in new 
knowledge and by ‘disturbing’ familiar relationships 
can provoke new thoughts and activities. This does 
Three organisations have a leading role in the projects 
falling under the third URBAL theme. In Härryda the 
municipal sector of social services is responsible for 
the Alternative Services project. This unit has eight to 
nine hundred employees. The projects on Care Farms 
in Overijssel are coordinated by Stimuland, which is 
a non-governmental foundation that has its roots in 
the agricultural sector. It is an independent network 
organisation with about twenty co-workers on a 
regular basis. The projects for chain management for 
care and welfare of the elderly and liveability in the 
small communities in Twente (province of Overijssel) 
are lead by Carint, which is a non-profit organisation 
for housing, well-being and care. The organisation has 
not only 3.400 employees, but also coordinates and 
mediates for 1.700 housekeepers and 1.600 volunteers 
who work together to provide a broad palette of 
services for the central part of the Twente region.
Härryda’s social service sector now works more 
closely with other sectors in the municipality (such as 
education, culture and community planning) and with 
schools, churches, enterprises and independent (non-
governmental) organisations. The largest project in 
Härryda, Important Adults, is managed by PÅängen, a 
unit for cross-sectoral cooperation between the Social 
Services and Education and Culture sectors. 
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not happen spontaneously because disturbance is 
not generally appreciated by most organisations. 
Leadership is needed to help participants to overcome 
their trepidations and to bring people from different 
organisations together. Innovation budgets can help to 
persuade parties to join the project.
Some examples of concrete approaches have been 
successfully exchanged between national parties. An 
significant example of transnational learning is the 
Neighbourhood Approach Deventer. The Härryda 
project team was highly enthusiastic about this 
example of citizen participation in one of Deventer’s 
small villages. They organised an exchange visit for 
a number of their managers and administrators. This 
had an immediate impact: within six months the 
neighbourhood approach was accepted as new practice 
in one of the more remote villages in Härryda.. 
Understanding of how to manage URBAL space in 
identified policy fields
The critical mass in rural areas, in population terms, 
often becomes too small for certain facilities and 
services to survive.  An important ‘URBAL’ principle is 
to ‘virtually concentrate’ the management of services 
by taking the whole URBAL area in consideration, but 
to physically organise services as close to the citizens 
and (potential) clients as possible. For this principle to 
work, new partnerships and networks are needed that 
go beyond existing urban-rural boundaries. Visions 
shared by the various individual organisations form a 
prerequisite for success.
As partnerships and networks are often a mixture of 
various public and private parties the question arises: 
who should be in charge of these coordination tasks? 
A general feeling is that it is a public responsibility to 
set an innovation agenda and to stimulate societal 
partners in the first risky phases of new approaches to 
social services. Governments need to take the lead and 
to challenge parties to look for unfamiliar partners. 
They should set aside an innovation budget for new 
policies and help to develop an innovation culture as an 
alternative to mainstream administration.
In most projects the current institutional setting is 
considered to be an obstacle to the development of 
new cross-sectoral services. Fragmented governance 
manifests itself clearly through the participative 
approach followed in projects: citizens do not think or 
act sectorally as government agencies tend to do. The 
way services are financed (separate budget flows) often 
forms a significant hindrance to innovation. An open 
mind towards citizens’ ideas and needs can stimulate 
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officials to find creative ways to bring ideas into 
practice. 
Understanding of spatial implications of sectoral 
policies
The direct spatial implications of (new) service 
arrangements in terms of land use are in most cases 
relatively limited. Social services do not demand huge 
spaces that compete with other functions. However, 
spatial development and social service policy do 
influence each other. An improved balance of URBAL 
space requires a coherent organisation of services and 
facilities in the region. 
Many examples of such ‘smart organision’ can be given. 
For instance new information and communication 
techniques (the Internet) can be used for the innovative 
management of social services. 
The indirect effect of such small projects will be that 
the negative spiral of people - especially those in need 
of special care- leaving the villages can be halted. This 
will increase liveability in rural areas and hence their 
attractiveness. In the Netherlands this appears to be 
taking place as ‘urban’ senior citizens come to live in 
the countryside in order to enjoy its qualities.
Another aspect of the URBAL approach to social service 
delivery is that the quality of services – and of people’s 
lives- can be improved by utilising the characteristics of 
both the urban and rural areas. The mutual advantage 
of urban-rural cooperation is very obvious in the case of 
the Care Farms. Farms get a broader economic base and 
provide a very satisfying societal contribution to youth, 
the elderly or other groups that benefit from the URBAL 
surroundings. Another example is the project ‘Växtcraft’ 
in which young citizens in need of extra care broaden 
their scope by being awarded training jobs in different 
parts of the municipality. 
Awareness amongst local decision makers of how to 
manage the URBAL space
Finding concrete evidence for a general change in 
awareness is notoriously difficult. What ‘proof’ can be 
given that things are different now, that this will have 
a structural effect, and that this is a result of the URBAL 
project? Nevertheless under the theme of innovative 
social services we see four categories of ‘evidence’ that 
awareness has grown. 
1. At the project level: Although all URBAL activities 
were set up in project form, with a specific duration 
and budget, it is noteworthy that most of the projects 
will continue after 2006, in some form or other. This 
means that decision makers have recognised the 
value of the projects and that they have reserved the 
budget and the manpower to extend the projects.
2. At an organisational level: The most striking example 
is that the Municipality of Härryda decided in the 
Autumn of 2006 to install an EU-network group, to 
exchange experiences and to coordinate various 
projects that are not yet compatible with existing 
structures. In various other organisations, proposals 
for new URBAL-type projects are being formulated, 
indicating to a possible follow-up to the present 
URBAL project. This also points to an increased 
‘URBAL awareness’
3. Beyond the project and the organisation: some 
projects are so successful that they draw the attention 
of other parties who request information or wish to 
participate in a follow-up. For example the Swedish 
project Växtcraft might expand its scope after URBAL: 
the discussion is now on how to expand to be able 
to include the Gothenburg region (13 municipalities). 
This has gained attention and publicity throughout 
the country.
4. Transnational: as was mentioned earlier in this 
chapter, two specific examples of transnational 
learning have occurred. The Idea Campaign from 
Härryda inspired Carint and the neighbourhood 
approach from Deventer was ‘copied’ in Härryda. 
All these examples show the effectiveness of an 
approach that sets up experimental projects and of 
‘learning by doing’. The learning process, however, 
must be organised consciously and effectively. 
Monitoring, evaluation and publication as well as 
‘telling the story’ by events, visits or other media are 
all part of a successful learning trajectory. URBAL has 
provided the opportunity to draw valuable lessons from 
a series of inspiring projects concerning innovative 
social services.
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7.1 Motto: Towards a balanced spatial 
economy
Main issues of the theme
In short: this URBAL theme explores the problems 
of imbalance in spatial development between urban 
and rural areas. Key issue is the inequality in various 
URBAL spaces in terms of jobs and wealth. The main 
problem is the downgrading of economic viability in 
the countryside. The overall aim is to develop strategies 
to stimulate new economic activities. The theme 
concentrates on two economic sectors: new regional 
products – usually related to agriculture – and tourism; 
principally active recreation such as walking and 
cycling.
The projects which fall under this URBAL theme address 
two of the three priorities of the URBAL Development 
project. This is firstly: the issue of imbalanced 
opportunities within functional areas and secondly: 
the issue of fragmented governance. The issue of 
competition for land is of less relevance to this theme. 
The various projects attempt to manage the effects 
of spatial and societal change and are mainly based 
on instruments of economic policy, infrastructure 
development and marketing.
Imbalanced opportunities and imbalanced dynamics 
within functional areas
This URBAL theme concentrates on economic changes 
in the countryside and in small and medium sized 
towns. General trends of economic development in 
the last decades can be described as: specialisation in 
economic activities; production on a larger scale and 
spatial concentration in low-cost locations. Workplaces 
(industrial and commercial) have grown bigger and 
are concentrated in or near big cities. Food production 
has become industrialised with consumers buying 
their food in supermarkets where products are on sale 
that come from all over the world. There has been 
some de-concentration in new services (such as small-
scale ICT businesses), but the dominant trend is the 
internationalisation of companies and the enlargement 
of scale. The growth of tourism and leisure is another 
economic trend, based on increased prosperity, 
changing lifestyles and (elderly) people having more 
free time.
All these trends have had an impact on the countryside. 
Because of the low prices of agricultural products, 
many farmers have changed their production methods, 
specialising in certain crops and producing on a bigger 
scale. The economic and spatial dynamics have also 
had a big impact on small and medium-sized towns. 
Many of these have lost their traditional function as 
a regional market town, service centre and cultural 
meeting place. Also, many traditional industries have 
moved from small towns to big cities or to sites near 
motorways. Tourism is an economic opportunity for 
the countryside and for small towns. But too large a 
concentration of visitors can ultimately lead to various 
forms of degradation.
There are counter-reactions to these economic and 
spatial trends:
• Certain groups of farmers not wishing to industrialise, 
but developing as rural entrepreneurs and searching 
for new products and markets.
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• Certain citizens giving more priority to quality and 
liveability, willing to pay for quality of food and 
identity of landscapes.
• Local communities and municipalities searching for 
new identities and qualities, not only based on urban 
elements, but also on rurality and landscape.
These counter-movements are the target of the 
economic and marketing strategies included in the 
projects addressing this fourth URBAL theme.
Fragmented governance
The problems of imbalanced development are 
dominant within this theme, but problems of 
fragmented governance also occur. Economic policy 
is organised differently in the various countries 
participating in the URBAL Development project. In 
practice, it is mostly the responsibility of the national 
and regional government. The local level (municipality 
and local NGOs) is generally not involved.
Tourism as a new economic sector has a weak position 
relative to more traditional interests such as industry 
and agriculture. In many cases, responsibilities are 
fragmented across several national agencies and 
regional governments. This explains why in some cases 
the responsibility for the planning and management of 
tourist infrastructure is not clearly defined. It is for this 
reason that it can take a great deal effort to construct 
a new tourist route, to take one example. In many 
countries the tourist sector is weakly organised because 
of the dominance of small enterprises. A common 
perspective is therefore difficult to bring about.
The regional projects 
Under this theme the URBAL partners act and reflect on 
the concept of URBAL space on two levels: the regional 
level in terms of relationships between cities and the 
surrounding countryside and the local scale in terms 
of the relationship between a (small) town and its 
hinterland.
URBAL partners cooperating within this theme explore 
economic opportunities for their regions. Main goals 
are related to realise physical developments and to 
raise awareness for the qualities and potentials of rural 
areas and small towns. 
Projects can be clustered in three main innovative 
strategies: 
1) New economic strategies for small towns: to raise 
awareness about URBAL relationships on a local 
scale and to develop partnerships and cooperation 
between small towns and their hinterland.
2) Tourist infrastructure in town and countryside: to 
develop small-scale infrastructure (such as paths and 
roads) in town and countryside.
3) Development and marketing of local products: 
to raise awareness about the new economy on a 
regional scale and to encourage marketing of local 
products.
The following regions are addressed within the theme 
of developing economic and marketing strategies: 
North Yorkshire (England), Knutepunkt Sørlandet 
(Norway), and Meetjesland (Belgium). Several actors 
are involved: local and regional government (on an 
individual basis as well as through cooperation), NGOs 
(economic organisations) and individual entrepreneurs 
and consultants. Several projects consist of a large 
number of sub-projects. 
7.2 New economic strategies for small and 
medium sized towns
Some URBAL projects develop new strategies for small 
and medium sized towns.  Based on an analysis of the 
strengths and weaknesses of the URBAL space, the 
local actors discuss new opportunities and develop 
strategies for new urban – rural relations. One of these 
is the creation of partnerships of small towns with rural 
interests in their hinterland.
Analysis of market towns in England
In England the debate around small towns is related 
to regional and rural development policies. ‘Market 
towns’ are defined as towns with 10.000 – 30.000 
inhabitants, which is very small, in European terms. 
Such market towns have a traditional function in 
the service and support of their rural hinterland. 
But in recent years they have been confronted with 
problems such as economic decline (due to economic 
concentration), social deprivation, poor infrastructure 
(roads and public transport) and weak political lobby. 
Now, with the support of Development Agencies, a 
bottom-up process is underway to perform a ‘health 
check’ and to engineer a renaissance of market towns. 
This is based on the complementary characteristics 
with urbanised regions. Small towns in a rural setting 
have a strong position, based on attractive and 
healthy living conditions (settlement for wealthy and 
mobile dwellers), good leisure and tourist facilities (as 
a gate to the countryside) and new rural enterprises 
based on a ‘culture economy ‘(cultural business, 
special tourism and leisure, niche food products, 
attractive settings). Such activities generally take place 
in a characteristic and interesting landscape.   
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Strategies on market towns in England: North Yorkshire
As a government of a rural region the Council of 
North Yorkshire initiated the discussion in the URBAL 
project about the future of small towns or ‘market 
towns’, as they are called in England. The position of 
market towns that are either urban nor rural could be 
strengthened by searching for an intermediate position 
on rurality. This analysis was inspiring for other 
partners in URBAL who were building partnerships in 
order to tackle certain concrete problems experienced 
by small towns.
New partnerships of small towns and hinterland in 
Overijssel and Sørlandet
In Overijssel the municipality of Hellendoorn has run 
a project: to develop and discuss a strategic vision 
concerning town and hinterland. The development 
of the strategic vision started with an analysis of the 
identity of the town, the villages and the landscape. 
To start with, the input of artists was used to open 
eyes and to start (sometimes heated) discussions 
with many local inhabitants, several organisations 
(dedicated to education, youth, heritage, environment 
and volunteers) and local businesses (such as tourism, 
agriculture and commerce). An important subject 
during the discussions concerned the values of the 
countryside (the ‘very rural’ part of the area) and the 
opportunities to create new relationships with the 
built-up areas. The debates with organisations and with 
politicians took more than six months. The outcome 
was published in a corporate magazine and was 
distributed to all the local inhabitants.
Another municipality in Overijssel worked on 
partnerships. Ommen hoped to reverse the economic 
decline of its rural hinterland and started discussions 
with local agricultural organisations on the question 
of which new commercial URBAL relations could be 
stimulated. They agreed upon cooperative strategies 
towards the diversifying of agriculture (local products 
and landscape management) and concerning rural 
tourism. 
An important item in Overijssel and Sørlandet was 
the creation of an infrastructure to service the new 
rural economy. Discussions on the use of the existing 
infrastructure and the creation of physical and virtual 
selling places were held. The project leaders inspired 
each other and came up with various strategies 
concerning infrastructure:
• Make ‘shop windows’ for local products in the small 
towns, where products can be sold and information 
given. This can be a physical ‘farm shop’ located 
in the centre of the town, which can be combined 
with cultural and tourist activities. Not only can 
rural entrepreneurs profit from this shop, but also 
the town, by regaining its former market function. 
Virtual selling places or websites are included in the 
marketing strategy in addition to the physical shops. 
• Make use of tourist infrastructure, existing or new 
roads and paths, not only to enjoy the pleasant 
landscape, but also to lead visitors to rural 
entrepreneurs, the farmers with their local products, 
and to craftsmen and artists living and working in the 
countryside.
Cooperation concerning landscape marketing: 
Meetjesland
A solution for fragmented government is the 
cooperation of (small) municipalities in the URBAL 
space, and the working together of local actors 
towards a corporate identity comprised of both the 
region and the landscape. A good example of this 
form of cooperation is the Regional Landscape of 
Meetjesland. With the formal status of Regional 
Landscape marketing of Meetjesland
Meetjesland is a cultural landscape between the 
cities of Ghent and Bruges, on the border with 
the Netherlands and close to the North Sea. It is 
a green space suitable for use by urban people, 
with the functions of ecological reservoir, tourism 
and recreation, agriculture and forestry. For the 
inhabitants it is a wonderful place to live, with a rich 
cultural and historical background, and considerable 
social activity. Inhabitants feel that they are 
‘Meetjeslander’.
In terms of its identity a dominant characteristic is 
that Meetjesland is a man-made landscape formed 
under the influence of the North Sea. To the north 
are the polders recovered from the sea. These are 
very fertile grounds used mainly for agriculture. Little 
creeks – sometimes quite concealed – shelter deposits 
of ‘natural pearls’. In the south is a more sandy and 
woody landscape with narrow bands of open land 
bordered by trees and ditches. The entire area is rich 
with aesthetic and ecological treasures.
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Landscape the region was given manpower and 
subsidies by the Flemish government. This was a 
stimulus for further cooperation of municipalities and 
regional stakeholders. Together they work not only 
on landscape management, but also on landscape 
marketing. Part of the URBAL project is the Public 
Relations of Meetjesland: working on a Landscape 
Magazine (distributed to 83.000 families in the region), 
a landscape information point, a website and several 
events and educational programs, such as the Open 
Heritage Day. 
7.3 New tourist infrastructure
An important strategy towards attaining a balanced 
economy is the development of the tourist 
infrastructure in the URBAL space, creating physical 
connections between countryside and small towns. 
Walking and cycling routes are well-known in the 
setting of traditional tourist regions and in national 
parks and landscapes of exceptional beauty. However, 
this is a relative new strategy to pursue in ‘normal’ 
agricultural landscapes and URBAL spaces close to large 
cities. This represents a challenge to cooperation within 
small municipalities as a result of the fragmented 
tourist policy. 
New functions for traditional roads: Meetjesland and 
Sørlandet
In Norway the project ‘walking on traditional 
roads’ was set up to increase the use of rural space 
for recreation by city dwellers. The restoration of 
traditional roads is inspired by a combination of leisure 
and heritage values. A study of the location of an old 
track in Sørlandet created the knowledge for the design 
and development of the tourist road. 
In Meetjesland an important project is the realisation 
of a tourist cycling network. This includes the creation 
of a network of routes with numbered signs, a map 
and the restoration of sections of traditional roads. The 
idea behind this network is the internal accessibility of 
the URBAL space along ‘slow and quiet roads’, but also 
the connection with the metropolitan areas. Because of 
the high population density and the busy motor traffic, 
the design and realisation of such cycling routes in 
Meetjesland presents extra difficulties. Nevertheless the 
efforts to realise biking networks in Meetjesland acted 
as an inspiration for both Norway and North Yorkshire. 
Perhaps the Belgian model should be considered as 
best practice for tourist planning, as it gives freedom of 
choice and flexibility to the user.
7.4 Developing and marketing of local 
products 
The third main strategy, under the motto ‘Towards 
a balanced economy’, is to develop URBAL relations 
based on commercial products and information. The 
traditional way to sell local products at rural markets 
is further developed in URBAL projects towards events 
where economy, leisure and culture are combined. 
Because most small rural enterprises have little time for 
and knowledge of marketing, this aspect is stimulated 
by cooperation between regional governments and 
NGOs. 
Belgian numbering of cycling networks
The network consists of routes along numbered signs 
on important crossings. 
Each sign gives clear directions to the next. Close 
to the signs one can find a tourist map which gives 
an overview of the network of paths and roads, 
landscape information, resting places, bike renting, 
etc.
Pros: A very flexible way of creating your own cycling 
trip. Visitors have a lot of possibilities to shorten or 
lengthen their trip. A good instrument for institutions 
to create thematic or educational routes based on this 
network.
Cons: A lot of signs and maps need to be placed. 
This costs a lot of money (implementation and 
maintenance). Point of discussion is whether these 
signs can be regarded as pollution of the landscape.
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From rural markets to special events: North Yorkshire, 
Sørlandet, Overijssel
A number of events have been organized in North 
Yorkshire, Sørlandet and in Overijssel. For instance 
the project ‘Local Produce Events’ in North Yorkshire 
organises a large number of rural markets, festivals, 
shows and celebrations. Most of these are planned to 
attract thousands of urban citizens, but there are also 
small-scale ‘shows’ for special target groups, organised, 
for example, by the owners of gourmet restaurants. The 
events organised in North Yorkshire clearly formed an 
inspiration to other URBAL regions and in this sense 
can be regarded as best practice with regards to event 
management. For instance the ‘From Farm to Farm’ 
event in Sørlandet was based on the English concept, 
but had a distinctly local cultural accent, including visits 
to craftsmen and artists in the countryside.
Some events had an international character, thanks 
to the participation of producers from several URBAL 
regions. Two examples are the Ryedale Festival in 
North Yorkshire and the Taste the Countryside Festival 
in Heino in Overijssel. The international aspect of 
the events lent them additional value. In terms of 
promotion. it was a selling point as it was different 
from the markets that people had attended previously. 
The international element attracted urban customers 
more than local dwellers. For entrepreneurs it was 
important to learn how to sell directly and successfully 
to the customer abroad (by emphasising his heritage as 
well as his product).
English / Dutch concept of local produce events
An event is a concept which brings together activity 
promotion (cookery demonstrations, speeches, 
culture), products, consumers and producers. 
Entertainment and the invitation of celebrities of 
regional and national standing will attract people to 
the event with their talents and shows. The closer the 
event is located to a strong customer area or target 
area the better. Large events should be located in the 
vicinity of urban areas and big cities. The location 
should have a suitable infrastructure and allow for 
easy car parking and access. Mostly these events take 
place outdoors, and the ground surface and shelter 
play an important role to avoid the impact of rain and 
wind. Facilities for energy, water and conveniences 
need to be installed. 
Extensive promotion and PR has to be combined with 
intelligent product marketing to reach target groups: 
promotion on websites, billboards along the roads, 
advertising in newspapers, promotion on cars and 
trucks and posters for campsites and participating 
entrepreneurs. To start promotion early and to have 
‘Stars’ and VIPs ready to partake in the event is vital. 
Marketing to customer areas via flyers in target 
postcodes can be undertaken by professionals. 
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New selling strategies and new business
Because small rural entrepreneurs have little time 
for marketing, the participation in events, especially 
international events, is a good way to exchange ideas 
and learn new selling strategies. What is commonplace 
in one URBAL region can be inspiring for the others: 
such as the practice of allowing clients to taste the 
products in the Netherlands, the way of decorating a 
farm shop in Norway or the gastronomic service on 
farms in England. 
International events are also an opportunity to create 
new business, such as the trade of local beers between 
Overijssel and North Yorkshire. A number of Dutch 
entrepreneurs were successful in their international 
exchange and business, so they will participate in 
future international events without the need for the 
URBAL contribution.
Clearly, it is the responsibility of entrepreneurs to 
create new business, but governments can also create 
good circumstances. Trade support through business 
intermediaries can formalise and enhance informal 
trade connections made between producers at such 
events. Meet the buyers events and trade missions 
could be created by government funded programmes. 
Marketing strategies: how to reach new clients
Information is the most important instrument for 
developing commercial URBAL relations. Marketing 
is the informational connection between producers 
and clients. Good examples are the marketing and 
PR activities of North Yorkshire. For citizens in 
metropolitan areas a leaflet is produced extolling the 
benefits of buying local produce. 
For a new business selling regional produce it is 
important to reach new target groups. In North 
Yorkshire special activities were set up to reach 
specialist groups such as gourmet restaurants, the 
public sector, hospitals, schools and canteens. In 
Overijssel (Ommen) a study has been done on the 
opinion of big city dwellers as to the value of the 
countryside. City dwellers see the rural space as a place 
for active recreation and rest, but they do not have a 
conception of other possibilities, and have no good 
information about places to visit.
The Internet is a new channel for the dissemination 
of information. In projects in North Yorkshire and 
Overijssel (Ommen) websites were built for local 
producers and events. They gave a wide overview of 
products and producers as well as the locations where 
products could be purchased. Interesting design, easy 
contact details and information on events and markets 
add value to a website. 
7.5 Lessons
Practical actions leading to a more balanced 
development of URBAL space
The accent of many projects under the motto ‘Towards 
a balanced economy’ was focused on practical 
action. In this field, many lessons were drawn from 
transnational exchange on the practical techniques 
of event organisation and the realisation of tourist 
infrastructure. This helped to spread practical know-
how not only inside the project, but also to other actors 
in the regions. For instance the organisation of ‘local 
produce events’ is well on the way towards establishing 
itself as a viable commercial activity, after initiation by 
governments and with URBAL contribution. In Sorlandet 
the From Farm to Farm project has been transferred 
to an independent organisation that will continue 
the activities after the URBAL period, as a year-round 
happening with several events.
The development of visions about economy and space 
also turned out to be an important lesson. The Strategic 
Vision of Hellendoorn, adopted by the political decision 
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makers, was a basis for the implementation of actions 
such as events and marketing.   
Understanding the spatial implications of sectoral 
policies
In most projects, little attention has been given to 
spatial implications. The economic strategies are 
intrinsically a reaction to societal and spatial changes. 
Lessons have been learned about the consumptional 
and commercial relationships between town and 
countryside and the perspectives of new business based 
on a ‘culture economy’. The analysis of ‘market towns’ 
in England on a regional scale, as brought in by North 
Yorkshire, had little impact on the vision of the other 
partners who worked on a local scale. But the analysis 
gave inspiration to a proposal of a follow-up to URBAL 
under the title of ‘Rural Towns’. The goal is to exchange 
experiences between small or medium-sized towns 
about strategies on new relationships between town 
and countryside. 
On the other side, economic policy exerts its influence 
on spatial management. For instance the (renewed) 
function of small towns as gateways to the countryside 
has implications for landscape management, because 
a characteristic landscape is a valuable selling-point in 
the business of tourism. 
Understanding of how to manage URBAL space in 
identified policy fields
During the URBAL project several transnational 
meetings were held to exchange experiences with 
sectoral strategies, such as marketing concepts 
and tourist management .Transnational learning 
at a conceptual level took place on issues such as 
the integration of economy, culture and leisure in 
events such as From Farm to Farm. The concept of 
landscape marketing should also be mentioned as a 
valuable learning issue. Meetjesland is well advanced 
in producing brochures, websites etc. to promote 
the landscape as a tourist and recreation destination 
for urban dwellers. Sorlandet was inspired by these 
products and decided to develop a vision concerning 
landscape and tourism and to develop promotional 
material about their own region for the European 
tourist market.  
 
Awareness amongst local decision makers of how to 
manage URBAL space
Some of the larger projects, such as the international 
events, have attracted the attention of local and 
regional politicians within the URBAL partners’ areas. 
An understanding of the interrelationship between 
urban and rural areas has grown amongst these 
decision makers and officials. The URBAL conference in 
North Yorkshire (June 2006) was a milestone of political 
awareness concerning the strategic position of small 
and medium sized towns concerning a balanced spatial 
economy.  
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8. Cross-thematic conclusions on spatial development and urban-rural partnerships 
Four different strategies have been pursued within the 
URBAL project, as presented in the previous chapters. 
In the following we look beyond these four strategies 
and focus on cross-thematic themes as a means of 
stimulating transnational learning beyond individual 
URBAL projects. The cross-thematic themes comprise of:
• Integrated planning and partnerships
• Governance and participation
• Infrastructure and liveability
• ICT and communication
These four themes represent different ways of looking 
at the URBAL project. They provide a way of identifying 
the results that the URBAL partners can be most proud 
of, and the key messages for fellow practitioners across 
Europe who are dealing with the changing nature of 
rural-urban relationships. In the four sections below we 
present an assessment of the results of URBAL. 
Integrated planning and partnerships
Developing new partnerships between urban and 
rural regions lies at the heart of the URBAL project. As 
government administrations are often characterised by 
a rural-urban divide, the URBAL project has explored 
integrated and multi-sectoral methods of decision-
making. Participants have gained experience in terms 
of integration between different disciplines such 
as economic, social and environmental. Important 
experience has been gained concerning spatial quality. 
 
Four types of changes in working routines and 
organisation have occurred as a consequence of URBAL 
projects. 
1) Guidelines for planning routines have been 
produced. For instance guidelines for regional 
strategies on demographic change as produced in 
Hamburg. 
2) New methods and instruments of policy making have 
been introduced. These include a new monitoring 
process in Hamburg and new types of marketing in 
Overijssel and North Yorkshire.
3) Intra-organisational structural changes have taken 
place, such as the establishment of a cross-sectoral 
group to help manage and coordinate EU projects in 
Härryda. 
4) Inter-organisational structural changes have taken 
place. For instance the renewed recognition of 
Meetjesland as Regional Landscape by the Flemisg 
government. 
New working procedures require a change in the 
working cultures of organisations. URBAL development 
needs inclusive thinking. The inclusion of ‘the other’ 
instead of being self-centred. From thinking ‘me 
and them’ to thinking ‘us’. The system expands from 
urban or rural to URBAL, from local to regional, from 
sectoral to inter-sectoral. Looking for complementary 
characteristics can offer new insights and mutual 
advantage. This also applies to the transnational 
experiences in URBAL projects. 
A further cultural change is the promotion of a learning 
culture. To explore new practices by experimentation, 
to be more flexible when confronted with new 
initiatives that do not yet fit in with current regulations, 
to take necessary risks by not following routines but by 
daring to be innovative and creative.
There have been changes in the awareness of various 
types of actors, including government officials, 
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politicians and the public. The URBAL project has also 
helped to stimulate communication and the exchange 
of information between different sectors, between 
different levels of government and between similar 
INTERREG projects. Different levels of learning can 
be distinguished, ranging from ‘narrow’ individual 
learning (e.g. amongst the project participants 
themselves) through to wider individual learning 
(e.g. amongst colleagues and personal contacts) and 
institutional learning (e.g. governments, stakeholder 
groups).
Governance and participation
Governance or democratic decision making is an 
important European policy issue. The European 
Commission identifies several principles of ‘good 
governance’ including, for example, good participation 
of actors from civil society. Several URBAL projects have 
experimented with local and regional ‘governance’. The 
main lessons are: 
1) Good governance means that the government 
works towards the bridging of conflicting interests. 
It is important to involve all relevant interests 
and sectoral organisations in a plan or project. 
Government has an important role in bridging urban 
and rural interests and diverging local and regional 
viewpoints. A means is often found through the 
upgrade of a project and by involving the interests of 
stakeholders at various levels. 
2) Good governance involves looking forward and 
building long-term visions. The government has a 
role in stimulating and leading the development of 
strategic visions and the creation of partnerships 
for long-term developments. Processes should be 
organised as open dialogue, but in the end clear 
choices and priorities should be made. 
Participants in URBAL projects have clearly learned 
lessons on how to manage projects (‘how to do it’) and 
how to organise participation. 
1) Project management was reflected upon halfway 
through the process of the URBAL project. The 
assessment by Agder Research identified the 
different organisational models of the projects: 
single institutional, multi institutional and 
association of public and private organisations. The 
projects with many participants had considerable 
start-up and definition challenges. But in the end, 
these complex projects turned out to be the most 
fruitful in the learning about partnerships and 
project management.
2) Regarding participation, the partners have found 
out that the process of planning and decision taking 
is crucial. Participants have to be involved from the 
very first beginning. Several steps or phases have to 
be distinguished. For instance, everyone has to know 
when there is a brainstorm session about possible 
solutions or when a decision on the final plan has to 
be taken. In complex regional projects it is good to 
step from the local to the regional level and then on 
to the national players. 
Infrastructure and liveability
Mainstream infrastructure planning is geared towards 
the needs of large cities or the (national) economy at 
large. The URBAL project focused on the exploration of 
new ways to deal with infrastructure development and 
accessibility. For instance, several projects dealt with 
the spatial integration of large-scale infrastructure to 
avoid a break-up of ecological networks and of local 
connections between urban areas and countryside. 
Other projects dealt with the improvement of the 
accessibility of rural areas in order to create better 
possibilities for leisure and to promote liveability in 
towns and countryside. The inclusion of liveability 
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issues is an important contribution by the URBAL 
project towards the current (European) debate on 
infrastructure and accessibility.
Large scale infrastructure is developed to cater for 
transport needs at a higher level of scale, but has a 
great impact on the local scale. Examples relate to 
motorways, railway lines and shunting yards. The 
removal or mitigation of the barrier function of 
infrastructure creates the potential for more direct 
physical links between urban and rural areas which 
could ultimately lead to a change in the way an URBAL 
region is used and perceived.
It is a great challenge to find concrete evidence relating 
to changes in awareness. However, there is real 
evidence that being part of the URBAL project has led to 
a change in the terms of reference within certain sub-
projects. For instance, the URBAL project in Overijssel 
was the driving force behind the adapted design of 
a railway tunnel to avoid ecological and recreational 
damage. There are also indications of changes in 
awareness, such as the request for further information 
about new approaches. Sometimes key persons in 
an innovative project are invited to tell about their 
experiences elsewhere. There is a general feeling that 
raising awareness beyond the level of an individual 
project is a long term process in need of ongoing 
incentives. Seen from this perspective, the time span of 
the URBAL project is somewhat limited.
ICT and communication
New information technology such as the Internet has 
changed the organisation of communication in both 
town and countryside. Information is now accessible 
almost everywhere. The city is no longer the main 
centre of communication and services. However, rural 
areas still experience some technical and organisational 
difficulties. Lessons can be drawn from various URBAL 
experiences on how to use new communication 
technologies in governmental information, social 
services and marketing.
There are several ‘tangibles’ regarding information 
and communication in URBAL projects. The Internet 
makes the virtual concentration of management tasks 
possible, and provides at the same time a diverse, 
dynamic and locally specific supply of services. Service 
points can be set up in libraries or supermarkets. 
Combinations of facilities such as medical and social 
care can be offered at meeting and information points.
An inspiring example is the Norwegian ICT project that 
has linked various local electronic systems by means of 
an interface. Participants concluded that broadband is 
an important technology for support communication 
in rural areas and to connect the urban and rural 
domain. However, ICT cannot completely replace face 
to face contacts, nor can it totally replace paperwork 
such as brochures and magazines. Interpersonal 
contacts via e-mail and virtual meeting and transfer 
points are becoming more important. What counts is 
the combination of both physical and virtual modes 
of communication, for 1-way information exchange as 
well as for 2-way communication. 
Important changes in organisational structures or 
working methods depends highly on interfaces. 
Electronic interfaces between separate systems can 
improve and speed up the cooperation between 
(local) governments and between government and 
citizens. Standardisation is necessary for the exchange 
of information. In this process new standards are to 
be developed to improve mutual understanding and 
smooth working procedures. However, real people’s 
faces are a necessary complement to the electronic 
interfaces. Therefore meeting points where people can 
get information or exchange knowledge throughout 
the URBAL area are important facilities.
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Viewing urban and rural areas as separate entities in 
policy-making is still a prevalent position in territorial 
planning across Europe. The URBAL Development 
project argues that this way of thinking is simplistic. 
In reality, the interrelationship between urban and 
rural areas is complex and multi-dimensional. All 
participating regions have mixed characteristics: 
they include town and countryside, big city and 
hinterland; in other words, they are ‘URBAL’ areas. The 
fundamental aim of the URBAL project is to develop 
more balanced rural and urban areas. By doing so, the 
partner organisations have attempted to address the 
currently prevailing fragmented approach to regional 
planning. The rationale here is that a more integrated 
approach can help address growing imbalances in 
territorial dynamics and opportunities. As a part 
of this process, the URBAL project has given rise to 
demonstration projects for both urban and rural areas 
and helped to develop strategies for cooperation 
between urban and rural actors.
9.1 The six URBAL regions and examples of 
projects
The Netherlands: Overijssel and the urban fringe
Motto: Creating a high quality landscape in the urban 
fringe accessible for citizens
The province of Overijssel is moderately urbanised by 
Dutch standards and the main cities are medium in size, 
compared to others in the URBAL project. The city of 
Deventer, which is situated on the river IJssel, contains 
a number of residential areas in the urban fringe 
and directly situated on the banks of the river. These 
residential areas provide valuable leisure opportunities 
for the local population which means that certain key 
landscape qualities need to be carefully managed. A 
new balance is being sought between introducing 
new forms of financing for land management and 
maintaining public accessibility to the area. In terms of 
governance, this case illustrates that inhabitants and 
interested organisations have to be involved (not just 
the ‘classic’ public authorities) in managing urban-rural 
relations.
Belgium: Landscape Action Plan for Meetjesland 
Motto: Developing a common vision for landscape
Meetjesland is a very ‘URBAL’ or ‘in-between’ region 
near big cities such as Ghent. The ten local authorities 
of Meetjesland drew up a Landscape Action Plan 
(for the period until 2012) as part of the regional 
Development Plan (up to 2020). The goal was to 
develop a common vision about the future. The special 
qualities of Meetjesland as a cultural landscape are 
considered to be one of the fundamentals of the 
future (also economic) development of the area. 
The cooperation with surrounding cities is seen as 
important. Developing this plan involved a complex 
process of securing agreement amongst many 
stakeholders. The process has led to an increase in 
interest and knowledge about the local landscape 
by politicians, officials and the public alike. But most 
importantly: the cooperation of local authorities has led 
to renewed recognition of Meetjesland as a “Regional 
Landscape” for the years 2007 to 2012.
England: North Yorkshire and the marketing of local 
products 
Motto: Developing marketing techniques for rural and 
urban actors
North Yorkshire is a large region with a low population 
density. So it is a predominantly rural space. As there 
are several large urban areas (such as Leeds, Bradford 
and Teesside) in close proximity to the county, it is 
logical to consider rural development in relation to the 
regional urban market. The local produce marketing 
project in North Yorkshire demonstrates how urban 
consumers and rural producers can be brought into 
contact and how the traditional market place can be 
modernised. Together with actors from Overijssel and 
Norway, new forms of produce marketing have been 
developed, such as the organisation of ‘events’ (as a 
combination of commerce and culture) and the efficient 
use of the Internet as a marketing instrument.
9. URBAL overview and main conclusions
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Germany: Hamburg and the Elbe Valley
Motto: Broadening the scope from the local to the 
regional level
Hamburg is the second largest city in Germany. As 
there are no other large cities nearby, the hinterland 
of Hamburg is vast. An URBAL project carried out in 
this region focused on the river Elbe. The promotion of 
leisure and tourism in the Elbe ‘Urstromtal’ is a policy 
goal at various levels of government. This could have 
resulted in the development of tourist infrastructure 
in the form of isolated projects, competing with each 
other in the same market. This would not only have 
meant a waste of money but would also have formed 
a potential threat to the natural and cultural heritage 
in the area. On the basis of the need to address the 
problem, eleven municipalities and other actors joined 
forces to create a coherent strategy on tourism. Under 
the flag of URBAL, events were organised such as the 
2005 and 2006 Shipping Day to disseminate to the 
public at large the message that the Elbe is a symbol of 
the genuine spatial integration of the region.
Norway: Sørlandet and the creation of walking routes
Motto: Bringing citizens and rural entrepreneurs 
together
The region of Sørlandet contains a small town and a 
rural area (with low density) when compared to other 
regions in the URBAL project. However, citizens from 
Kristiansand do not use the rural area very much, 
preferring to go walking in the mountains. In order 
to increase the use of the local rural area, the local 
authorities have created new walking routes, making 
use of existing, ‘traditional’ roads. These routes 
have also led to the creation of new rural businesses 
resulting from cultural events on farms, and farm 
events with the serving of food as a key aspect (‘From 
Farm to Farm’). The project has also helped to establish 
a permanent cooperation between municipalities in the 
Knutepunkt Sørlandet region.
Sweden: Härryda and citizen participation 
Motto: Learning from good and bad practices
Although located in the vicinity of the city of Göteborg, 
the Swedish municipality of Härryda has many of the 
characteristics of a rural town. Härryda started the 
URBAL project with an ‘Idea Campaign’ asking citizens 
for proposals to improve their daily living environment. 
This method of citizen participation produced a 
large variety of suggestions. However, many ideas 
were incompatible with the municipality’s priorities. 
Therefore a lot of energy was spent on internal 
communication to promote the URBAL approach of 
integration within the municipality’s administration. 
The result is a strong awareness of ‘URBAL potential’ 
for new projects, so all these efforts can be regarded 
as a long-term investment. The learning attitude of the 
municipality has grown, as shown by the transnational 
inspiration they took from the Dutch ‘Deventer 
neighbourhood approach’, a method to strengthen 
local democracy by giving small (rural) communities a 
responsible task and the financial budget for projects to 
improve their own environment. 
9.2 Some key lessons about URBAL 
strategies
Urban – rural partnerships
Policy co-operation between urban and rural areas 
tends to be hampered by the uneven distribution of 
political power, for instance in areas dominated or 
strongly influenced by a single city. Developing and 
implementing projects that have clear benefits for 
both urban and rural areas is one way of initiating 
cooperation across URBAL space. If successful, as the 
Elbestrom project in Hamburg shows, such projects will 
increase confidence between actors and will almost 
naturally lead to further collaboration.
Practical actions, involving citizens and taking their 
needs and daily living environment as the point of 
departure, can help organisations to overcome their 
own sectoral fragmentation and find new ways for 
inter-sectoral cooperation. The URBAL approach 
followed in Härryda shows this very clearly.
Towards shared visions and integrated strategies
The concept of URBAL is about spatial integration, 
about spaces and places having ever-closer 
relationships with each other. Many planning policy 
issues concerning urban-rural relationships are 
multidisciplinary and multi-sectoral, and require 
integrated responses as shown by the urban fringe case 
in the Netherlands. In most cases these issues cannot be 
effectively tackled by a single sector or single agency.
Studies and visions are often considered to be soft 
instruments with a weak connection with practical 
action on the ground. Nevertheless, instruments such 
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as these are extremely important in cases where there 
is a lack of understanding or an absence of political 
consensus on policy strategies. Visions can turn into 
powerful instruments if they are the object of carefully 
designed communication strategies including the 
creation of a well thought-out ‘players field’. The 
example of the Regional Landscape of Meetjesland 
shows that the latter is crucial. Studies can have a 
similar effect, as is shown by the Hamburg project 
focussing on demographic challenges (population 
decreases, ageing and immigration) in the Hamburg 
region. Public discussions have been instrumental in 
putting these challenges on the agenda.
Increasing the awareness that urban and rural areas 
are related to each other can also be stimulated by 
concrete projects. Such projects can range from a small, 
tangible investment as simple as placing a picnic bench 
alongside a walking route, to the organisation of big 
events that have an impact on the way people think 
about their area. The Elbe Shipping Days in 2005 and 
2006 form an example of the latter approach.
Close to quality of life
The negative spiral concerning liveability that is 
experienced in many rural areas can be reversed by 
means of a regional approach in which the critical mass 
for the management of services can be attained by 
‘virtual concentration’ and by a network of dispersed 
meeting or service points. In this way, services can 
be delivered close to the people’s daily environment. 
Härryda is developing a diverse supply of social services 
throughout the region. 
Moreover, an URBAL region can profit from the 
complementary characteristics of urban and rural area,s 
and with that improve the quality and diversity of social 
services.
Balanced spatial economy
International events such as those organised in North 
Yorkshire are instrumental in attracting the attention of 
local and regional politicians and can lead to a growth 
in understanding amongst these decision makers about 
the interrelationship between urban and rural areas.
Economic strategies need to be developed as part 
of a wider spatial-economic strategy. Decisions 
about the spatial structure of market towns need 
to involve the way in which the role of small towns 
can be complementary to the role of large cities and 
metropolitan areas. Methods by which this role for 
market towns can be improved have to be continuously 
evaluated.
9.3 Overall lessons 
Success of projects
The success of URBAL Development projects depends 
on issues such as leadership, political support, 
resources and good preparation. Many of these issues 
are interlinked and interdependent: political support 
depends on communication, vision and leadership and 
can in turn influence issues such as the allocation of 
resources. 
The configuration of a cooperative network should 
be well thought-out. Advantageous characteristics for 
innovative URBAL networks and forms of cooperation 
are:
- Geographical area of cooperation and project scope: 
covering both the urban and the rural area;
- Formal power to develop new policies, including a 
degree of financial authority for the implementation 
thereof;
- High level of knowledge and experience combined 
with an innovative attitude;
- Learning capacity: a combination of practical work 
with opportunities to reflect on new concepts;
- Connective capacity: connecting parties and 
maintaining connection by means of a shared vision 
and common goals;
- Strong image and acceptance; close to the 
communities.
Transnational learning
The URBAL Development project has provided project 
partners with the opportunity to develop ideas and 
concepts, and to reflect on these in an international 
setting. The project has provided the opportunity 
to carry out trials, experiments and demonstration 
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projects that illustrate new ways of doing things in 
a very concrete and practical manner. Participating 
actors have widened their perspectives, have learned 
from each other and have also learned more about 
themselves as a result of this process.
Developing practical demonstrations and structural 
changes
Practical actions with results that are immediately 
visible to a wide group of stakeholders are vital in order 
to render the complex issue of rural-urban relationships 
tangible and comprehensible.
Some of the results of URBAL projects indicate small 
steps in progress towards changes in thinking and/or 
practice. Larger steps are less commonplace in this 
sort of INTERREG project and are in many cases not 
even desirable. A series of small changes may often be 
regarded as more acceptable and prudent than a large 
step-change. Starting small, with trials and experiments 
to show how things can work, can help to build 
support and confidence before larger-scale projects are 
implemented.
Projects as part of long term policy
The improvement of cooperation is a long-term 
process. The timescale of such a process does not 
always match the timescale of a three-year project 
and success is not always guaranteed. Participation in 
an INTERREG project such as URBAL should therefore 
be part of a long-term strategy in which partners 
consider what they want to achieve through European 
cooperation and how this is related to their own policy 
aims and long-term objectives .Ultimately this can 
result in the situation that the original aims of a project 
become fully integrated into the daily undertakings of 
people and organisations.
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